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Abstract
Resisting gravity holds an allure. Situating that appeal within the realm of art history, my dissertation
charts modern aesthetic efforts to channel and challenge gravitational force—casting suspension as vital
to modernism. I contend that new modes of pictorial time—and, in turn, novel possibilities for embodied
engagement—emerged once photographic technology accelerated enough to catch airborne bodies and
hold them aloft in the space of an image—documenting a potential which was actualized in the Space
Age, when humans first experienced sustained weightlessness. Tracing an ungrounded sensibility that
emerged between these nodal points, my project offers a thematic account of how gravitational
disruption coheres in pictorial composition and perceptual effects. Drawing upon a range of
interdisciplinary sources and period voices, my chapters posit the rise of a form of suspended
viewership—which does not presume grounded-ness or fixed coordinates, either within artworks or on our
part. From Eadweard Muybridge’s photographs of figures held in momentary flight to artists such as
Helen Frankenthaler and Marcel Duchamp enacting an “aerial gesture” that employs and subverts gravity,
and from Claude Monet’s “upside down” waterlily paintings to Aaron Siskind’s levitational midcentury
imagery, my case studies explore increasingly unbound aesthetic terrain. Once gravity became dislodged
in visual representation, I argue, formal axes were opened to more symbolic creative dimensions. With
that metaphoric tenor, this dissertation defines a pictorial suspension ripe with potential—and charged
with the power to resist seemingly inexorable forces. Materializing a stillness that arose in the face of
modern momentum, the objects at its core open space for a “gravitational imagination”—founded in the
world but also challenging its limits.
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ABSTRACT
GRAVITATIONAL IMAGINATION:
PICTURING SUSPENSION FROM EADWEARD MUYBRIDGE TO THE SPACE AGE
Miriam Ashkin Stanton
André Dombrowski

Resisting gravity holds an allure. Situating that appeal within the realm of art
history, my dissertation charts modern aesthetic efforts to channel and challenge
gravitational force—casting suspension as vital to modernism. I contend that new modes
of pictorial time—and, in turn, novel possibilities for embodied engagement—emerged
once photographic technology accelerated enough to catch airborne bodies and hold them
aloft in the space of an image—documenting a potential which was actualized in the
Space Age, when humans first experienced sustained weightlessness. Tracing an
ungrounded sensibility that emerged between these nodal points, my project offers a
thematic account of how gravitational disruption coheres in pictorial composition and
perceptual effects. Drawing upon a range of interdisciplinary sources and period voices,
my chapters posit the rise of a form of suspended viewership—which does not presume
grounded-ness or fixed coordinates, either within artworks or on our part. From
Eadweard Muybridge’s photographs of figures held in momentary flight to artists such as
Helen Frankenthaler and Marcel Duchamp enacting an “aerial gesture” that employs and
subverts gravity, and from Claude Monet’s “upside down” waterlily paintings to Aaron
Siskind’s levitational midcentury imagery, my case studies explore increasingly unbound
aesthetic terrain. Once gravity became dislodged in visual representation, I argue, formal
xii

axes were opened to more symbolic creative dimensions. With that metaphoric tenor, this
dissertation defines a pictorial suspension ripe with potential—and charged with the
power to resist seemingly inexorable forces. Materializing a stillness that arose in the face
of modern momentum, the objects at its core open space for a “gravitational
imagination”—founded in the world but also challenging its limits.
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PREFACE
We are all subject to gravity. But how might art allow us to imagine otherwise?
What happens when resistance to gravitational force is visibly within our reach? Consider
two photographs (Figs. 0.1 and 0.2): unmoored in pictorial space, bodies hover.
Suspended, their position and pace are enigmatic. Despite the visual resonance of their
dynamic choreography, these figures were not photographed by the same person—or
even in the same century; the first image was made in 1879 by Eadweard Muybridge,
while its companion was captured by Aaron Siskind in 1961. The pictorial suspension
they convey shapes the foundations and contours of this dissertation—articulating
modern stillness in distinctly gravitational terms. The nineteenth-century picture is one of
the first to document airborne bodies, once photographic technology sped up enough to
catch them—and hold them—aloft. Its twentieth-century counterpart, meanwhile, bears
the mark of the Space Age—the era in which prolonged weightlessness became a reality.
Traversing the capacious space opened by these nodal points, this dissertation analyzes
objects that take on and evoke an ungrounded sensibility. I contend that new modes of
pictorial time—and, in turn, novel possibilities for embodied engagement—emerged
during this period, when the appeal of resisting gravity gained particular currency.
Situating that allure within the realm of art history, I chart aesthetic efforts to channel and
challenge gravitational force—casting suspension as pivotal to modern art. Once visibly
resisted in the world, gravity could be imaginatively dislodged within visual
representation—opening formal axes to more symbolic creative dimensions.
My project traces an arc of modern suspension—its structure mirroring the scope
xxiii

of its subject. Muybridge’s photographs—which were born of a desire to prove an
otherwise-invisible instant when a running horse is momentarily airborne—open the
dissertation and set the terms in which resistance to gravity enters the picture plane. My
subsequent chapters explore directions that ensue once fixed coordinates and vectors are
renounced: following the trajectories launched by Muybridge’s imagery, I first consider
how artists from Marcel Duchamp to Helen Frankenthaler expanded and manipulated the
axes of creative production, enacting a gesture that employed gravity—and its
subversion—by dropping, dripping, and pouring their materials. Next, I examine how
Claude Monet’s late waterlily paintings activate and invert those pathways—reframing
the trope of an “upside down” modern picture to cultivate a generative disorientation so
that we, in turn, seem imaginatively suspended. By emphasizing the gravitational essence
of two iconic signifiers of modernism—the “drip” and the upside down picture—these
case studies pose suspension as vital to modernism. Spanning nearly the entire
chronology of my project, both middle chapters profile instances of ungrounded
aesthetics that prefigure and resonate with Space Age releases from terrestrial existence.
Siskind’s photographs bring that midcentury sensation into direct view, and my project to
a close—portraying and invoking a perpetual floating embodiment that typifies period
associations with weightlessness. Uncovering a pictorial suspension that arose in the face
of modern momentum, all four chapters probe perceptual relationships with artistic
composition. Together, they posit the rise of a form of suspended viewership—which
does not presume grounded-ness or fixed axes—either within artworks or on our part.
What this perspective reveals is that the power to document, and thus conceive,
xxiv

manipulations of gravity generated new temporal modes—and the imaginative
possibilities they could evince. While modernity is often correlated, even conflated, with
speed—and its attendant horizontal axis—I instead foreground alternatives to such
singular linear progression, exploring interventions that reorient trajectories and yield
divergent tempos. Engaging with an incipient dialogue about the role of stillness in
modernism, this dissertation adds gravitational variables to the equation. The range of its
content emphasizes that objects need not explicitly show floating figures in order to
convey and elicit feelings of unboundedness. The spatiotemporal register and imagination
activated by the imagery at the core of my study is made possible not simply by corporeal
ascension, but through broader challenges to gravitational logic. Therefore, though
framed by depictions of bodies aloft, this dissertation is not a survey of airborne
acrobatics, but a thematic inquiry into how gravitational disruption coheres in pictorial
composition and perceptual effects.
Opening the history of modernism to its gravitational underpinnings—or, more
accurately, foregrounding its release from prior gravitational constraints—has more than
temporal implications. In its broadest symbolic sense, this analysis is about unmooring
and reconfiguring expected pathways; manipulations of gravity emerge as fruitful points
at which the bounds of our experience are stretched. In popular culture, products and
song lyrics equate “defying gravity” with liberatory empowerment, so that even those of
us who do not aspire toward actual weightlessness can appreciate the symbolic tenor of
athletic shoe advertisements, self-help books, and power ballads that trade on the allure
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of vanquishing forces to which we are beholden.1 Channeling that metaphoric
association, this dissertation defines a form of modern stillness ripe with potential—and
charged with the power to resist seemingly intransigent forces.
*

*

*

Suspension—the term at the heart of my study—embraces multiplicity, at once
implying quiescence and uncertainty. Ideas or entities can be suspended, physically as
well as conceptually. This condition is both spatial and temporal—a liminal locale
conveying poise as well as a kind of pause. I employ the term specifically for this
multivalence, recognizing its linguistic purchase in fields beyond the realm of art, from
engineering to chemistry. As these associative meanings indicate, suspension is not pure
fixity. Even its physical forms allow subtle movement: “suspension” bridges sway, and
chemical particles “in suspension” fluctuate as they float. A balance between gravity and
levity, suspension is thus more a hovering than a reified halt. That which is suspended
could proceed in any direction—because, as an axially-ambiguous incursion, suspension
does not dictate horizontal inertia or teleological progression.
In bringing this concept into conversation with art, I resonate with a number of
scholars. Claire Seiler, whose study Midcentury Suspension: Literature and Feeling in
the Wake of World War II was published during the later stages of my work, utilizes the
term to connote a sense of in-between-ness expressed by authors in the late 1940s who

1

Examples of this tendency proliferate in contemporary culture; for instance, Idina Menzel’s fame is
propelled by a song entitled “Defying Gravity,” Banana Republic sells a line of “Zero Gravity” jeans, and
an advertising campaign for Under Armour’s “Hovr” shoes bore the slogan, “Gravity holds you down, UA
Hovr Sonic lifts you up.” The cover of Rebel Brown’s book Defy Gravity: Propel Your Business to HighVelocity Growth, meanwhile, bears an image of her floating freely—sideways and weightless—below a
title that is strategically printed upside down.
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were navigating a period of heightened liminality.2 Art historian Jonathan Crary employs
suspension in his formative study of nineteenth-century attention and spectacle, in which
he calls upon “the state of being suspended, a looking or listening so rapt that it is an
exemption from ordinary conditions, that it becomes a suspended temporality, a hovering
out of time.”3 It is with this valence that the condition at the heart of my project implies
both a withholding of conclusive resolution and a form of engagement.
Such “hovering out of time” is neither a momentary stop along a given course nor
what Gotthold Ephraim Lessing identified in the eighteenth century as a “pregnant
moment,” in which dramatic duration is crystallized into a single expression.4 I propose a
different paradigm—of what could be termed “suspended moments,” which arise when
that very hovering is held still in pictorial space. We are frequently lured by the tidiness
of befores and afters, or the clarity of singular causes and effects—but what modern
conceptions of gravity and its disruptive potentials insist and thematize is that life is often
not so linear or unilateral. How, suspension proposes, might directions proliferate and
shift? When we see an object or a body in the air, we tend to assume that it is engaged in
a vertical dialogue with gravity; what goes up must come down, after all. Artworks which
suspend, manipulate, and upend these pathways render our certainty suggestively, if
precariously, in flux. Whereas a “pregnant moment” ultimately reduces indeterminacy by
way of charged narrative, a suspended one defers and deters that narrative impulse.

2

Claire Seiler, Midcentury Suspension: Literature and Feeling in the Wake of World War II (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2020), 6.
3
Jonathan Crary, Suspensions of Perception: Attention, Spectacle, and Modern Culture (Cambridge, MA:
The MIT Press, 1999), 10.
4
Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, Laocoon: Essay Upon the Limits of Painting and Poetry, trans. Ellen
Frothingham (Boston: Roberts Brothers, 1887), see esp. 92 and 120.
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Instead of Lessing’s prescribed distillation, this form of stillness remains open to the
unknown, refusing to be prophetic.
In characterizing this tempo of suspension, I engage with an increasing number of
thinkers committed to challenging the assumption that modernity is solely characterized
by the kinetic. The ever-pressing pace of the modern world has been convincingly
described and theorized by scholars such as Enda Duffy and Stephen Kern, among many
others; in fact, this pairing of the modern with speed has been so influential that
recognitions of its points of rupture have only recently begun to emerge.5 Some of the
scholars who complicate this story of modernity’s rapidity implicitly employ binary
logic—beginning from the premise that stillness is an opposite to motion, and thereby
defining its conditions through negation. They take for granted that stillness is a form of
stoppage—a hold in time of that which is typically not at rest. Louise Hornby’s aptlytitled Still Modernism: Photography, Literature, Film, for instance, opens with: “Stillness
is a category of resistance,” and goes on to say that the condition is “[d]efined as a lack of
motion.”6 Her ensuing analysis of the fate of photographic stillness after the advent of
film provides a compelling and productive foundation—but ultimately a counterpoint—to
my study. In her account, photography offers and complicates a medium-specific
tautology (“still photography is still”) that runs counter to the cinematic, in its guise as a
5

For just some of the many accounts associating modernity with speed, see Enda Duffy, The Speed
Handbook: Velocity, Pleasure, Modernism (Durham: Duke University Press, 2009), Stephen Kern, The
Culture of Time and Space, 1889-1910 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1983, rev. 2003); and
David Bradshaw, Laura Marcus, and Rebecca Roach, eds., Moving Modernisms: Motion, Technology, and
Modernity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016). For a generative exhibition and book project that
began the process of complicating the tempos of modernism—which serves as a productive foundation for
my work—see Jeffrey T. Schnapp, ed., Speed Limits (Milan, Italy: Skira, in association with the Canadian
Centre for Architecture, 2009).
6
Louise Hornby, Still Modernism: Photography, Literature, Film (New York: Oxford University Press,
2017), 1.

xxviii

“motion picture.”
The pictorial arrest at the heart of this dissertation operates along different lines of
thought; suspension is not necessarily a constraint to, or pause of, that which would
otherwise be moving. Claudia Tobin activates some of this animate sensibility in her
suggestive 2020 study, Modernism and Still Life: Artists, Writers, Dancers; her aim is to
render the genre a more expansive and vibrant category in modern art than has
historically been acknowledged—so that within modernist practice, the pictorial content
previously defined as lesser could offer freeing flexibility—as a kind of subject-matterunderdog that therefore had elasticity and innovative potential.7 In these terms, even a
seemingly “still” subject can reverberate. Cultural geographers David Bissell and Gillian
Fuller put some of this energy into human terms. Their work on bodily mobility
recognizes that stillness is not simply a condition of time or even a subject of artworks,
but one whose variety is felt through embodied existence.8
These lived experiences of stillness, it should be said, can feel slow. If the
suspension I summon seems to hint at a recent valorization of the not-fast—whether
through Arden Reed’s concept of “slow art” or in broader efforts to counter the relentless
pace of contemporary culture—it does so with a tenor proposed by Lutz Koepnick in On
Slowness: Toward an Aesthetic of the Contemporary.9 The tempo he characterizes is a
charged present-ness, not so much marked by a desire to decelerate or attenuate—but

7

Claudia Tobin, Modernism and Still Life: Artists, Writers, Dancers (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University
Press, 2020).
8
See David Bissell and Gillian Fuller, eds., Stillness in a Mobile World (New York: Routledge, 2011).
9
See Arden Reed, Slow Art: The Experience of Looking, Sacred Images to James Turrell (Oakland:
University of California Press, 2017) and Lutz P. Koepnick, On Slowness: Toward an Aesthetic of the
Contemporary (New York: Columbia University Press, 2014).
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invested in seeking alternative temporal modes. Manifesting a similar form of time, the
objects at the core of this dissertation do not necessarily operate slowly, or usher us into a
protracted pace in turn.
If a model such as Hornby’s offers stillness as an impediment to modernist speed,
my account seeks other angles, quite literally. Suspension does not go against existing
temporalities; it operates beside, above, and beyond them—“hovering out of time.” Put
another way, to emphasize the spatial aspects of this phenomenon: while associations
between modernity and indeterminacy are numerous, the axial coordinates and
implications of that plenitude have not been fully mapped and warrant more attention.
Marshall Berman’s All that is Solid Melts into Air: The Experience of Modernity—its title
an invocation of Karl Marx’s famous atmospheric diagnosis of modern life—sees in the
sometimes-unnerving morass a potential for liberatory multiplicity.10 Unsettling gravity, I
contend, provides both literal and figurative form for such suspended states of being.
*

*

*

As gravitational force is a constant, efforts to contend with and represent it of
course predate the first photographs of its resistance. Yet these earlier depictions typically
traffic in the transcendent, portraying ascending sacred figures or floating ethereal spirits.
In such scenes, the means by which gravity is challenged are beyond human agency. Of
the relatively few art historical texts addressing weightlessness, most focus on these
oneiric or symbolic forms.
Even accounts of gravity’s overall role in art are in fact surprisingly few, with the

10

Marshall Berman, All That is Solid Melts into Air: The Experience of Modernity (New York: Penguin
Books, 1982; rev. introduction, 1988).
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first volume dedicated to the subject not published until 2012. That compilation, Gravity
and Art: Essays on Weight and Weightlessness in Painting, Sculpture and Photography
partly reads as a report, a chronicle of brief entries to survey the topic. What editors Mary
Edwards and Elizabeth Bailey emphasize through their chronological organization is the
fact that gravity has a history, in so far as human comprehension and conceptions are
concerned; even a constant is subject to change in the minds of those who engage with it.
David Young Kim’s edited volume, Matters of Weight: Force, Gravity, and Aesthetics in
the Early Modern Period, makes this particularly evident through its rich set of
contributions that explore portrayals of gravitation which long pre-date the chronological
scope of this dissertation.11 Similarly, Etienne Jollet has historicized gravity in relation to
art, with the most sustained attention to Jean-Honoré Fragonard’s painted parables and
their connection with Newtonian theories of gravitation in eighteenth-century France.12 In
a more current context, a number of exhibitions in the past decade situate these dynamics
in the realm of contemporary art—one of which was even titled Defying Gravity.13 Many
such projects, however, seem to conflate all opportunities for airborne experience,
including examples that are better tied to the history of aviation. Up in an airplane—or
even during dreams in which we have gained the ability to soar unencumbered through

11

David Young Kim, ed., Matters of Weight: Force, Gravity, and Aesthetics in the Early Modern Period
(Berlin: Edition Imorde, 2013).
12
See especially Etienne Jollet, Les figures de la pesanteur: Newton, Fragonard et les hasards de
l’escarpolette (Nîmes: J. Chambon, 1998). See also Jollet, “Gravity in Painting: Fragonard’s ‘Perrette’ and
the Depiction of Innocence,” Art History Vol. XVI (199): 266-285. The author also published a short article
that brought this theme into dialogue with a few progenitors of twentieth-century abstraction: Jollet, “Le
pesanteur et la naissance des abstactions,” Revue d’esthétique 28 (January 1996): 101-112.
13
Huston Paschal and Linda Johnson Dougherty, eds., Defying Gravity: Contemporary Art and Flight
(Raleigh: North Carolina Museum of Art, 2003). See also Nicola Trescott and Rob La Frenais, eds., Zero
Gravity: A Cultural User’s Guide (London: The Arts Catalyst, 2005); and Zero Gravity (Düsseldorf:
Kunstverein für die Rheinlande und Westfalen, Verlag der Buchhandlung Walther König, 2001).
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the sky—we are of course released from the ground, but we are not removed from the
feeling of gravity’s effects.
Cultural geographer Peter Adey effectively acknowledges this distinction in his
recent and more specific study of levitation—treating a phenomenon that spans the
realms of human existence. As its title, Levitation: The Science, Myth, and Magic of
Suspension, makes clear, the volume traces forms that are not contained to the real. With
this expansive reach, Adey ultimately presents more of an iconography of bodies in the
air—offering productive source material for my work, but not addressing the pictorial
dynamics with which so much of my dissertation is concerned. Furthermore, though art
runs throughout his analysis, it serves as visual evidence of broader cultural phenomena;
Adey’s intervention does not directly engage art historical implications. One of the ideas
his text gestures toward, though, is that suspension is a particularly elusive topic when it
comes to distinguishing between diachronic and synchronic timescales—because it
crystallizes a nodal point between historic contingency and durational protraction. As my
account emphasizes, suspension thematizes this relation in its very content;
to hover is to exist beyond the constraints of definitive vectors—so seeing that state,
whether depicted or materialized, situates us in liminal temporal terrain.
I aim to acknowledge and marshal these vicissitudes; in keeping with the existing
scholarship that attends to historical context—but diverging from the narratives that
portray suspension as exceeding lived reality—I argue that accelerated photographic
technology made the world embedded in this otherworldliness accessible, a form of
levitation within our grasp. Resonating with Kaja Silverman’s expansive definitions of
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photography—as a medium that discloses and analogizes our existence rather than simply
evidencing it—this dissertation identifies a photographic origin that offers not just proof
of airborne suspension but also the possibility that can arise along with it.14 I contend that
this newfound visuality had reverberative phenomenological implications. What had
before been fantastical or mystical could now be recognized as real—and in reach. Not
until humans went to space could this weightlessness become a prolonged, embodied
reality—fully shifting the experience from aspirational to actual. Spanning this period,
my focal objects navigate an imaginative, not imaginary, terrain; they activate what I
identify as a “gravitational imagination”—founded in the world but also challenging its
limits.
*

*

*

This change in representational terms occurred, moreover, at a time when gravity
was an especially dynamic cultural variable. With the advent of the Second Industrial
Revolution, amidst rapid technological innovation and efforts to harness the forces of
nature, gravity was increasingly mobilized—strategically subverted or used to human
advantage. The nineteenth century ushered in gravitationally-charged constructions and
developments from roller coasters to the first advanced suspension bridges—and from the
detection of modes of suspension in chemistry and physics to the first patents for modern
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“suspenders” to hold up pants.15 In this context, artistic representation, too, became an
arena for gravitational flux—first registered by photography. Granting visual access to
that which exceeds our perception, the medium revealed what philosopher Walter
Benjamin termed an “optical unconscious;” like its mental counterpart described by
Sigmund Freud as underlying the human psyche, this optical phenomenon, for Benjamin,
was disclosed once photography could render visible that which hides in plain sight.16 As
I emphasize, not only speed—the characteristic often associated with this enhanced
visibility—but also suspension could now be recorded and witnessed. Objects or bodies
aloft could be documented before gravity had the chance to bring them back down—the
photographs yielding an airborne presence that would otherwise have gone unseen. This
pictured fact of embodied suspension could serve as a visual prompt for the imagination.
While photography first introduced suspension as evidence into the realm of
representation, the axial potential it unleashed is not contained to that medium. The
gravitational imagination I investigate—and the forms of artistic time it yields—emerge
across media, in and around the picture plane. If the traditional perspectival picture is
built from the premise that represented space can aspire to an extension of the lived
world—even if in a highly contrived fashion—then the objects at the heart of this project
partly update this proposition, offering not fixed orthogonals but reoriented axes. These
are not hermetically-sealed aesthetic realms apart from our own; remaining tied to the
15
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real, the suspension I analyze speaks to our sensory experience.
We can access this gravitational imagination because the force it depends upon is
one we feel constantly; gravity’s effect on our lives is thus foundational to our capacity to
conceive its resistance. While a broader cultural history of gravity remains to be written,
there are a panoply of texts that seek to explain evolving scientific inquiries into how we
understand its effects—the sheer number of which attest to human fascination with its
force. The words of physicists Anthony Zee, Carlo Rovelli, Timothy Clifton, and science
writers Brian Clegg, Marcus Chown, and Richard Panek, among others, have been
particularly fruitful guides for my humanist mind.17 Many of their accounts were
published during the course of my work on this dissertation, in the wake of the 2015
detection of gravitational waves—which proved Albert Einstein’s predictions of their
existence a century earlier.
That correlation is fitting, as Einstein’s scientific breakthroughs surely
revolutionized understandings of gravity in profound ways during much of the period
covered in this dissertation. His general theory of relativity, for instance, places gravity in
geometric terms, determining that it shapes the curvature of a unified arena of spacetime;
gravity and time, in this model, are inextricably linked. One of Einstein’s pertinent
insights is the fact that, in terms of felt experience, gravity and acceleration are
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indistinguishable.18 Inverse logic indicates that the apparent lack of gravitational pull
amounts to a sensation of stilled or indiscernible time—devoid of tempo. Suspension,
therefore, has scientific reason for constituting a “hovering out of time.”19
The direct effect of such scientific conceptions, and their precursors, on the
modern art world has been explored with particularly thorough attention by Linda
Dalrymple Henderson, in such undertakings as The Fourth Dimension and NonEuclidean Geometry in Modern Art, which remains foundational.20 The more recent
exhibition and catalog Dimensionism: Modern Art in the Age of Einstein deftly
illuminates paths by which artists sought to incorporate the physicist’s ideas and render
them visible.21 While such projects have surely informed my work, their aim is distinct
from mine. They are invested in the direct reception of modern scientific advances and
the ways they manifested in creative production, while this dissertation traverses more
symbolic terrain, operating through resonance rather than arriving at a cultural diagnosis.
I do not claim, in other words, that the artists at the heart of my project were armchair
physicists or even had any direct knowledge of the ways in which understandings of
gravity were shifting as they worked. Nevertheless, to the extent that this force was one
18

For explanations of Einstein’s theories and thought experiments pertaining to gravity in somewhat
laymen’s terms—that are more legible to humanist minds but nevertheless written by a physicist and expert
on the subject—see David M. Wittman, The Elements of Relativity (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2018). The significance of Einstein’s undertakings in relation to this project warrant further investigation
and may inform future manifestations of my ideas; for instance, I thank Michael Leja for suggesting the
possibility of considering the visualizations of Einstein’s thought experiments in more depth, as they surely
contribute to shifting understandings of gravitational force and could offer productive intersections with the
artworks in this study.
19
I thank physicist Dan Stinebring for so kindly explaining various conceptions of gravity to me—and for
his enthusiastic investment in my project and its interdisciplinary aspects. I cherish the paper plate
diagrams that Dan drew during our conversations.
20
Linda Dalrymple Henderson, The Fourth Dimension and Non-Euclidean Geometry in Modern Art
(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1983, rev. 2013).
21
See Vanja Malloy, ed. Dimensionism: Modern Art in the Age of Einstein (Cambridge, MA: The MIT
Press and Amherst: Mead Art Museum, 2018).

xxxvi

of the features of their world capable of registering modern indeterminacy, gravitational
dynamics could manifest in a set of formal and phenomenological terms that shaped
visual composition. Art could provide space to imagine previously intransigent forces
anew.
*

*

*

I argue that Muybridge was the first to picture this possibility. My opening
chapter analyzes his early images of airborne bodies—a veritable menagerie of elevated
limbs—which were born of a desire to prove “unsupported transit”: the theory that there
is a moment during a horse’s gallop when all four of its legs are simultaneously aloft.
Though often repeated, this origin story of equine flight has yet to be interrogated. Taking
up that charge, I historically situate the appeal of resisting gravity and recast Muybridge’s
images as manifestations of stillness—challenging the dominant proto-cinematic analyses
of his pictures. Why, I ask, would the capacity for horses to—in the words of period press
accounts—“fly” mid-stride have been compelling to late nineteenth-century audiences,
and how does this suspension still hold our attention? By forging connections with the
work of Muybridge’s interlocutors, such as physicist John Tyndall and aviator James Bell
Pettigrew, I show how the “unsupported” bodies in Muybridge’s imagery participated in
a cultural milieu that cast resistance to gravity as creative latitude. When paused in
photographic space, what Muybridge termed the “interval of suspension”—the instant at
which all of a creature’s limbs are above the ground at once—emerged as a charged
simultaneity—a form of newly-perceptible stillness that is dependent on speed. Such
corporeal weightlessness is momentary, so the medium capable of recording it had to be
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rapid enough to keep pace with its subject; the product of that pictorial capture, though, is
suspended. Photographic evidence that bodies could defy gravity—even if only briefly—
overturned assumptions and opened artistic possibilities.
My next chapter takes up the inheritance of these levitational operations by way
of a gesture—when artists physically drop their materials, releasing them into the air.
This action engages gravity as a medium to be manipulated—foregrounding its vertical
potential—but also subverting its force. I trace a taxonomy of the gesture, calling upon a
quartet of practitioners—Marcel Duchamp, Jean (Hans) Arp, Jackson Pollock, and Helen
Frankenthaler—who put it to particularly effective use. By dropping, dripping, and
pouring to produce their works, these artists harnessed intersections between horizontal
and vertical axes. Works created in such a way began in the air, at the point when
mediums on the verge of falling contain what is scientifically termed “gravitational
potential energy;” activating the space above the pictorial surface—as opposed to
laterally beyond it—physically suspends this originary gesture. What we see, though, is
not the ensuing fall, but a visual record of its cessation.
What happens, these critical junctures propose, when the “law” of gravitation is
granted an active role in the artistic process? If Muybridge’s photographs made “intervals
of suspension” visible, the gesture of the drop allowed artists to pose gravitational
disruption as both the origin and terminus of production. What had been within the
picture became its means of making; subject matter was transmuted into artistic method.
In works such as Jackson Pollock’s “drip paintings,” which were made from above while
the canvases lay on the floor—streams of paint have been stopped in their tracks. Turned
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to meet the wall, these marks that were made along the vertical axis appear to defy
gravity, even as they were born of it. By stimulating our imagination of a previous
plunge, this “aerial gesture”—the phrase Barbara Rose used to describe Pollock’s action
with paint—fuels an expansive sense of time.22 This pictorial pause is dependent on our
capacity to mentally re-enact the points at which gravitational force was challenged.
Such dynamic intersections not only challenge and re-inscribe our relationship
with gravity; they test the limits of apparent fixity. If the creative act can be physically
elevated, its product can also be upended. As my third chapter attests, Claude Monet’s
late waterlily canvases are rotational potential put to paint. Materializing and thematizing
gravitational indeterminacy, these boundless liquid expanses take un-groundedness as
their subject and render it a spatiotemporal condition—inviting us to imaginatively mirror
and inhabit their oscillating coordinates. Frequently described as “upside down” by their
first viewers—one of whom recounted a sensation of “walking on the ceiling” in their
presence—the waterlilies were again celebrated for axial ambiguity in the mid-twentieth
century.23 Despite the prevalence of such commentary, these iconic canvases have yet to
be analyzed according to this rotational logic. Taking up that charge, I assess Monet’s
waterlilies through the trope of the modern “upside down” picture—the idea that a
composition devoid of directional cues would appear identical no matter its installation.
From Wassily Kandinsky’s legendary epiphanic discovery of abstraction—when an
upturned figural painting suddenly appeared nonrepresentational—to artists such as Henri
22
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Matisse’s pictures being hung upside down, the phenomenon of pictorial inversion is
embedded in the history of modernism—but its axial logic and implications have been
surprisingly under-explored.
Restoring the gravitational tone of the waterlilies’ initial and midcentury reception
demonstrates how they challenge previously coded navigational devices, bringing gravity
into question within and around their pictorial space—and suspending us, in turn. How,
Monet invites us to consider, might visually dislodging the tethers of gravity open space
for novel embodied experience—and in what ways does this sensation yield an elongated,
yet active, sense of time? The painted realms of his waterlilies reconfigure our perceptual
connection with the world, picturing what becomes possible when objects are no longer
bound by a singular orientation.
A series of Siskind’s photographs—the core of my final chapter—translate this
suspended sensibility into figural form, manifesting a metaphoric portrait of midcentury
relationships with floating embodiment. Centered mid-air with no ground in sight, bodies
harness the felt duality signaled by Siskind’s title: Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation.
Personifying unsettled coordinates, their enigmatic elevation opens the pictorial moment
they occupy—and does so, I argue, with a particularly Space Age tenor.
Scholars have historically neglected these photographs’ corporeal core, and the
context that situates it; the series is typically absorbed into Siskind’s better-known
abstracted work and actively disassociated from the exigencies of his era. I instead pose
the photographs as emblematic of a Space Age psyche—connecting them with period
visual culture, scientific research, and philosophy. Advertisements that imaginatively
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elevate people beyond the earth’s atmosphere, experiments testing the effects of “zero
gravity,” and midcentury theories of embodiment bespeak a world captivated with, but
also apprehensive about, weightlessness. Conjoining Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation
with these cultural voices positions the series as an instantiation of—and invitation to—
what I term a “period sensation”—an expansion of the historically-inflected “period eye”
conceived by art historian Michael Baxandall.24 Seen in this context, Siskind’s
photographs offer pictorial conditions in which embodiment can operate both as subject
matter and through subjective response; they evidence a floating sensibility—and serve
as portals to the expansive meanings it could elicit. Known for harnessing the metaphoric
potential of the material world, Siskind, I argue, treated his study of airborne
choreography with similar attention to symbolic form—so that weightlessness emerges as
a mode of experiencing uncertainty. Temporally, the bodies in these pictures convey a
sustained hovering, consistent with embodied experience in “zero-gravity”—a prolonged
rather than rapid stillness that does not dictate specific directions or tempos.
Ultimately, Siskind’s figures echo the bodies captured mid-somersault by
Muybridge ninety years earlier. Human gestures have not changed—nor has the pull of
gravity. It is in and around the picture plane that enforced direction gives way. While my
opening comparison offered a singular frame from the nineteenth-century images—
emphasizing the stilled capacities of Muybridge’s “interval of suspension”—his imagery
was primarily shown in sequences. This linear presentation acknowledges that his
subjects launched from the earth and will return to it, as his grids typically begin and end
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with photographs of bodies on the ground; Siskind’s isolated figures instead float in
perpetuity. To be airborne can be fleeting—but how, these objects propose, might visibly
suspending this liminality change our understanding of what a pause can mean—and how
we are situated within it? Once the force of gravity seems open to human manipulation, it
becomes possible not only to uproot artistic practice, but also to unground and even
invert pictorial effects. Together, these gestures capture moments in which a previously
inexorable force falters and activates our “gravitational imagination,” yielding new
possibilities for seeing and experiencing stillness. Unmoored modern sensibilities open
and reconfigure visual syntax.

xlii

CHAPTER 1: “Intervals of Suspension”: Eadweard Muybridge and the Appeal of
“Unsupported Transit”

The attraction of gravity, or that force which is constantly drawing all bodies
toward the centre of the earth, is a phenomenon so familiar to us that we fail to
realize it at all times, and the consequences that would ensue were it to be for one
moment suspended.
—J.D.B. Stillman, 188225

These words were written to accompany early photographs by Eadweard
Muybridge—and ultimately encapsulate those images’ aims and effects more aptly than
has been previously recognized. When first articulated by Stillman, a medical doctor
tasked with detailing the movements of a horse, the import of this meditation on
gravitational resistance—both for Muybridge’s oeuvre and for pictorial representation
more broadly—was nascent. This chapter foregrounds its origins and implications,
analyzing how Muybridge’s first forays into picturing motion put that possibility—of
gravity being “for one moment suspended”—into photographic terms, documenting it as
actual rather than fantastical, and thus bringing it into a plane of observed and embodied
reality. Poised in the pictorial terrain of Muybridge’s first irregular grids—most of which
were produced between 1877 and 1879—bodies tumble and turn, their angular
contortions occurring off the ground almost more often than on (e.g. Fig. 1.1). Despite
the prominence of such airborne choreography in these foundational motion studies, its
prevalence as a theme has gone unremarked.
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This inattention is ironic given the fact that the photographs have a markedly
gravitational genesis—which is the core subject of my inquiry. The pictures were
undertaken, at the behest of Leland Stanford, to reveal precisely the kind of instant
Stillman described; they originate from a desire to prove the theory of “unsupported
transit”—the idea that there is a period during a horse’s stride when all four of its legs are
aloft at once. The intrigue of this pose hinges on a form of embodied and spatialized
simultaneity: to manifest transit that is truly unsupported, every foot must take to the air
at the same time—all at a pace that exceeds the reach of the naked eye. To make this
rapid synchronicity visible, Muybridge ultimately created a form of pictorial stillness that
is distinct from, but nevertheless dependent on, speed. Using innovative photographic
techniques that surpassed the capacities of human vision, he verified “unsupported
transit”—and demonstrated that this embodied suspension looks markedly different than
had been imagined. Many more bodies, human and animal, soon leapt and performed
before his cameras—yielding a veritable menagerie of aerial propulsion. A year after
these photographic experiments were initiated, Muybridge began to re-animate the
motion they pictured during lantern slide lectures: using his invention, the zoöpraxiscope,
he projected the images, rapidly and in succession so as to enliven their stilled subjects.
Given this performed re-introduction of movement, film histories often pose
Muybridge as a progenitor of cinema. I contend, however, that such emphasis on
kineticism is markedly one-sided, and limiting. When deemed proto-cinematic
renderings, Muybridge’s corporeal studies are relegated to a teleology—inscribed in a
history that recognizes them only for what they anticipate. Significantly, the photographs
2

are fundamentally and emphatically still—and became internationally known in part due
to the visual shock their pictorial stoppages generated. Even when Muybridge put his
images to motion, their animation was an augmentation; the zoöpraxiscope helped to
mitigate the dissonance initial viewers felt between their preconceived sense of corporeal
motion and the frozen images that gave it form.
I foreground the photographs’ fundamental stillness, which in turn accentuates an
ungrounded sensibility. Embedded in these first images of actual corporeal resistance to
gravity, and the original question that propelled them, are the foundations of a new
aesthetic possibility—a pictorial suspension born in Muybridge’s imagery. In
emphasizing the stillness of Muybridge’s photographs, I align with Louise Hornby’s
recent evaluation of his work—one of the first accounts to analyze the ways in which his
enterprise was inextricably intertwined with rendering stoppage—but whereas Hornby is
invested in the unnaturalness of this newly-punctuated temporality, I focus on the
expansive potential of the embodied suspension at its roots.26 This pictorial condition
remains central to narratives about Muybridge, attesting to the ways in which resistance
to gravity is at the core of his images’ effects.27 Tate Britain, for instance, opened an
exhibition description with, “Eadweard Muybridge was the man who famously proved a
26
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horse can fly.”28 The photographer’s impact turns on the airborne embodiment he made
visible.
Despite the prominence of this origin story, its stakes have yet to be interrogated.
My analysis endeavors to address this gap. By reinvigorating both Muybridge’s early
career—which set the stage for his pursuit of “unsupported transit”—and the
sociocultural context surrounding that photographic inquiry, I elucidate period
associations with aerial embodiment, recasting many of his pictures as evidence of
human efforts to contend with gravity. Arising from an aspiration to thwart or forestall
natural force, these photographs implicitly pose a question: what, they ask, becomes
possible when viewers are faced with documentation of actual, embodied suspension?
Insofar as Muybridge revealed a reality which was previously unseen, his imagery
traffics in the tension between prospect and proof. Activating what Walter Benjamin
would later call the “optical unconscious,” the stillness Muybridge materialized
demonstrates the fallibility of human sight—but in so doing stimulates a
phenomenological and imaginative vision.29
I contend, therefore, that Muybridge’s documentation of gravity being “for one
moment suspended” establishes him as the progenitor of a new sense of pictorial time—
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one that stages and evokes an embodied “gravitational imagination.” Pairing the airborne
with the still—both synonyms of the term suspended—resituates depictions of figures
aloft. When photographically captured, “unsupported transit” expands conceptually to
become a spatiotemporal as well as physical condition—a type of pictorial pause that
reveals liberatory embodiment.

“Unsupported Transit”—a Limit Case for “Instantaneous Photography”
Seen in light of the genre of imagery in which Muybridge’s pictures intervened—
so-called “instantaneous photography”—his gravitational undertakings take on new
stakes. In fact, in the years leading up to his experiments, the idea of objects caught midair provided something of a limit case for photographic “instantaneity.” Broadly, by
endeavouring to picture an ephemeral condition, Muybridge engaged a collective
preoccupation with producing imagery that aspired to match—and ultimately exceed—
the pace of modern life. In order to document modernity’s effects, instantaneous
photography was calibrated to its velocity. Nonetheless, the resulting images—though
born of speed—were themselves necessarily still. Given this paradox, the initial
impossibility of picturing gravitational resistance made its allure all the more enticing—
because the swiftness with which gravity brought airborne entities down to earth
outpaced the capacities of early photographic technology—but also served as a kind of
comic foil for the public fervor for instantaneity. As Phillip Prodger has observed of
David Octavius Hill and André Disderi’s photographs of jugglers, the futility of capturing
the performers’ implements aloft required the use of photographic manipulation
5

(composite and retouched negatives as well as the use of invisible threads to hang the
objects strategically so that they would seem to be suspended mid-air) (e.g. Fig. 1.2).
Prodger reads these images as almost satirical—as they call attention to the slowness of
“instantaneous” photography by showing elements beyond the realm of pictorial
capture.30
This historic context reframes Muybridge’s engagement with bodies as they lift
above the ground. While Prodger does not extrapolate and connect the jugglers’
suspended implements with the horses that would so soon be airborne in Muybridge’s
imagery, this aerial alignment is an illuminating corollary. By seeking to photograph a
horse aloft, Muybridge and Stanford were taking on the limits of a pictorial medium—
showing that anti-gravitational feats could in fact be detected, not just produced, within
the photographic frame. The cheekiness Prodger identifies in Hill’s and Disderi’s jugglers
here transforms into brash ambition. Met with the seemingly insurmountable force of
gravity, Muybridge boldly sent bodies skyward—his subject itself a kind of pictorial
dare.
Once he had been successful and his imagery had been widely distributed, the
challenge of photographing objects and people aloft was, quite literally, taken up by
numerous other practitioners. By 1886, for instance, chemist Wallace Goold Levison—
who was President of the Brooklyn Academy of Photographers—demonstrated his own
aspirations toward pictorial suspension, producing numerous images that thematize the
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airborne (e.g. Figs. 1.3 and 1.4).31 In a lecture two years later, Levison presented a newlyconceived camera for taking a continuous set of rapid images, noting that his test subject
had been a man who threw a stick in the air and that all of the resulting pictures were
“taken during the excursion of the stick.” He went on to emphasize how this method of
capture was “peculiarly adapted” for documenting “objects moving vertically, such as
acrobats, tossing balls in the air…”32 Similarly, scientist and inventor Francis Blake
created a set of images that harness the potential of suspended entities, such as Benjamin
Sewall Blake Jumping (ca. 1888) (Fig. 1.5). Blake’s 1891 imagery of tennis players—
with balls flying, unencumbered and unaided, through the air—show succinctly how far
instantaneous photography had come since jugglers had mimed their acts beneath affixed
objects in the studio (Fig. 1.6). In this way, gravity provided a force through which speed
could be measured—its stoppage in the photographic frame a particularly modern form of
spatialized instantaneity.

An Elevated Outlook—or, “Points of view not heretofore used”
Muybridge came to the challenge of producing this gravitationally-charged
imagery having already thought and worked in aerial terms. He observed and staged
suspended views long before he had technology capable of capturing the elusive image of
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a “flying” horse—demonstrating a preoccupation of his early career that has, as yet, not
been identified as a through-line to his later pursuit of “unsupported transit.”33 This began
even before he picked up a camera; when he first arrived on American soil after leaving
his native Britain at the age of twenty, Muybridge worked in various capacities related to
book publishing and distribution.34 Recalling his travels along the Eastern seaboard as a
book merchant, he penned observations about birds’ flight—and expressed a broader
interest in aerial locomotion. He remembered, for instance, having “watched a buzzard
wheeling around, at various elevations, for the space of an hour, without the slightest
apparent effort of motion.”35 His fascination with flight here intersects with time and
bodies—triangulated proclivities that would later manifest themselves in his imagery.
Furthermore, the profession that facilitated these musings offered potential
connections with their content: as a book agent, Muybridge participated in a global
33

It should be noted that Rebecca Solnit points toward some of these tendencies in Muybridge’s practice
and creative output—even going so far as to reference the “vertigo-inducing” nature of his pictures.
However, this observation comes within a broader project that identifies Muybridge as the epitome of a
particularly Californian innovation and independence—which she correlates with Silicon Valley’s legacy in
relation to technological progress. She is therefore invested in Muybridge’s height-seeking behavior as a
kind of hallmark of his daredevilry—and her broader account is not an art historically situated one. (See
Rebecca Solnit, River of Shadows: Eadweard Muybridge and the Technological Wild West [New York:
Viking, 2003], 84-88.) In a separate essay, she mentions “a consistent set of themes or preoccupations” in
Muybridge’s work—among them the fact that he “sought out unusual angles and uncomfortable vantage
points” and exhibited a “willingness to break rules and make images that defy conventional aesthetics.” She
uses this idea to state that “the motion studies follow in many ways the mindset and methodology
established long before” (Rebecca Solnit, “Tangles, Time, Solitude, Transformation: Continuities in
Eadweard Muybridge’s River of Images,” in Helios: Eadweard Muybridge in a Time of Change
[Washington, DC: Corcoran Gallery of Art and Steidl, 2010], 179).
34
At this point in his life, Muybridge was not going by that name—but instead the surname of his birth:
Muggeridge. Furthermore, his given first name was in fact spelled Edward. Throughout his adult life, he
would change his name on multiple occasions, first to Edward Muygridge, then adopting a photographic
pseudonym “Helios” (in honor of the Greek sun god), before finally landing on the name which is
associated with his most famous photographs, Eadweard Muybridge. The newly adopted spelling of his
first name was in honor of multiple Saxon kings who were celebrated in his hometown of Kingston. For the
sake of clarity and efficiency, I use the commonly-known final iteration of this eccentric creator’s name
throughout—though I acknowledge the anachronistic nature of this usage. The above explanation will
explain why certain references from early years may refer to the photographer by a different name.
35
Eadweard Muybridge, Animals in Motion (New York: Dover, 1957; orig. pub. 1901), 69.
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exchange of ideas. His work required that he be, if not a learned man, certainly one who
was familiar with current intellectual debates; the texts he distributed—ranging from
Audubon’s bird portfolios to the Bhagavad-Gita to Shakespeare plays—covered issues in
numerous fields. An 1859 advertisement for his business indicates that in addition to
selling books, he helped “gentlemen furnishing libraries” by purchasing texts on
commission for them; he promoted his ability to acquire—and thus discern the merit of—
“Works upon the Fine Arts, Law, Medical, Scientific, Theological, Architectural,
Mechanical, Civil Engineering, Agricultural, and Miscellaneous Books.”36 Given this
focus, it is probable that Muybridge would have been well aware of works by the leading
thinkers in his day—many of whom were investigating aerial locomotion and its related
inquiries.
Once he shifted professions, leaving behind books to produce photographs,
Muybridge began to seek out elevated perspectives. The imagery that established his
reputation as a photographer, and for which he won the International Gold Medal for
Landscape at the Vienna Exhibition of 1873, was of Yosemite Valley—a natural
landscape that stages dramatic encounters between peaks and precipices. Muybridge took
particular and unprecedented advantage of this fact, producing bold photographs quite
unlike those made by his contemporaries—an innovation that was evident and observed
in his day and which has been translated into subsequent art historical accounts.37 An
36

1859 advertisement for San Francisco business, reproduced in Robert Haas, Muybridge: Man in Motion
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), 6.
37
For accounts of the Yosemite series which emphasize its innovations, see Anita Ventura Mozley, ed.,
“Photographs by Muybridge, 1872–1880—Catalogue and Notes on the Work,” in Eadweard Muybridge:
The Stanford Years, 1872–1882 (San Francisco: Stanford University Museum of Art, 1972), 39–45; Phillip
Brookman, ed., Helios: Eadweard Muybridge in a Time of Change (Washington, DC: Corcoran Gallery of
Art and Steidl, 2010), 38; and Dimitrios Latsis, “Landscape in Motion: Muybridge and the Origins of
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1868 report states that “He presents the gorgeous scenes of that locality from points of
view entirely different from any heretofore taken…. The view of the Yuwi-ha or Nevada
Fall is a fine piece of Instantaneous [sic] photographing.”38 Striking a similar tone, the
first sentence of an 1873 article entitled “New Photographic Views of Yosemite” reads:
“E.J. Muybridge has completed a series of pictures of Yosemite, most of which are taken
from points of view not heretofore used.”39
Part of what distinguished these scenes was their particularly striking engagement
with heights. Though he was the fourth known photographer to document Yosemite,
Muybridge was perhaps the first to fully embrace the physical challenges dealt by its
treacherous terrain. A front-page review of his Yosemite series in the Alta California—a
leading San Francisco newspaper of the era—describes his methods, which include,
“sparing no pains to get views from points calculated to produce the best pictures.”40 The
lengths to which Muybridge went are then enumerated:

Chronophotography,” Film History 27, no. 3 (2015): 3–18. By way of comparison, Solnit observes that in
Carleton Watkins’ photography, everything is “composed” so that “like the subjects of modernist
photography, they stand apart from time in an eternal moment decisively frozen. Muybridge, even when
photographing almost exactly the same subjects, could not be more different” (Solnit, “Tangles, Time…,”
187).
38
As quoted in Solnit, “Tangles, Time…,” 180.
39
“New Photographic Views of Yosemite,” Daily Evening Bulletin, issue 154, April 7, 1873. Another 1873
article marvels more broadly about the photographs and expounds upon the strength of their aesthetic
effects: “The Yosemite views are not merely fine, but the finest in their way in the entire palace. As
specimens of landscape photography they are without a rival” (“California Art in Vienna” [Vienna Corr.
N.Y. World], Daily Evening Bulletin [San Francisco], Saturday, July 12, 1873, issue 82).
40
“Photograph Studies,” Alta California, April 7, 1873. Muybridge was not alone in pursuing dramatic
vantage points from which to take pictures—a practice that appealed to many photographers who made
stereographs. The emphasis placed on Muybridge’s commitment to his craft—even and perhaps especially
because of the physical feats he undertook—is indicative of the value placed on such risk-taking behavior
in the era. For a bit of context to this kind of practice, with a focus on Alvin Langdon Coburn’s pursuits in
photographing the Grand Canyon in similar fashion nearly forty years after Muybridge, see Jordan Bear,
“‘Venturing Out on a Ledge to Get a Certain Picture’: The ‘Authentic’ Spaces of Alvin Langdon Coburn’s
Grand Canyon,” Photographies 5, no. 1 (March 2012): 51–70.
https://doi.org/10.1080/17540763.2012.655379
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[He] has had himself lowered by ropes down precipices to establish his
instruments in places where the full beauty of the object could be transferred to
the negative; has gone to points where his packers refused to follow him…To get
the view of the Yosemite Cliff, the artist clambered to a point never before
reached by artist or tourist, and made the picture satisfactorily, though at
considerable risk to his personal safety.41
Unsurprisingly, the resulting images yield ungrounded views that instate novel
phenomenological possibilities—often locating us above or across from cliffs (e.g. Figs.
1.7 and 1.8).42 When we imaginatively inhabit these pictures, we are hovering in perilous
positions—or ones that do not make intuitive gravitational sense; the images hold us up
in the air, prolonging an elevated pause. Rebecca Solnit, one of the only authors to
mention this aspect of the pictures, observes that Muybridge “seemed to take pleasure in
disconcerting perspectives, in the sudden dropping away of the foreground when that
foreground was a cliff, in jagged horizons that did not supply the stability pictorial
horizons usually do, and in steepness so extreme that it defies pictorial logic.”43 Even
compositions that include physical land in the foreground, rather than jettisoning us into
imaginary free fall, often include titles that signal their height and relationship to gravity,
such as View from Cape Horn, looking South, Mineral Bar Bridge, 2,500 feet below (Fig.
1.9) or Clouds’ Rest, 5000 feet above Valley (Fig. 1.10).
One of the most famous pictures in which Muybridge is a subject shows him
perched atop just such a rocky promontory, physically overlooking Yosemite Valley—his
limbs nearly dangling over an edge that, if his balance were to give way, would send him

41

“Photograph Studies,” Alta California, April 7, 1873.
Dimitrios Latsis makes brief mention of the elevated nature of these images but does not address the
implied phenomenological response on the part of viewers. See “Landscape in Motion: Muybridge and the
Origins of Chronophotography,” in Film History 27, issue 3 (2015): 1-40.
43
Solnit, “Tangles, Time…,” 183.
42
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plummeting thousands of feet down (Fig. 1.11).44 Though often reproduced singly, this
image was conceived and distributed in stereograph form, part of a dualistic view that
markedly affects its sensorial address—literally “heightening” its effect. When seen
through a stereoscopic viewer, these paired images become volumetric, which yields a bit
of vicarious vertigo; as we often identify with bodies portrayed—reading them as our
pictorial surrogates—Muybridge’s tenuous position momentarily and imaginatively
becomes our own.45
Similar aerial avatars and raised vistas emerge in other stereographs produced by
Muybridge during the same era. Views taken while he was on government assignment in
the Farallon Islands as well as along the Pacific Coast exhibit enigmatically embodied
perspectives. In 833—Point Reyes Lighthouse, Looking West (Fig. 1.12), the figure in the
distance is almost silhouetted against a whitescape of indeterminate sea and sky.46
Teetering on the edge of a cliff, his feet appear conjoined with the most extreme point of
the precipice—with no reassuring ground beyond. Muybridge’s cameras, in turn, seem
poised in the air above the cliff—as we are not granted a horizontal reprieve in the
foreground. Instead, the roadway disappears at bottom left, askew from the positions of
44

Interestingly, this stereograph was entered into evidence in 1874 when Muybridge was on trial for having
murdered his wife’s lover—a context in which his lawyers endeavored to substantiate an insanity plea. The
image, then, was reported as demonstrating the photographer’s potential mental instability—as occupying
such a perch surely presented marked physical endangerment. Solnit has noted that the “outlaw justice”
which resulted in the jury acquitting Muybridge evidences the rebellious spirit of life in California during
this period (See River of Shadows, 142-144).
45
Similarly, in a photograph entitled The Pacific Coast: Pigeon Point, Natural Bridge, Muybridge is
perched atop the rock formation—contemplating the world from a position of height and seemingly
unfazed by the potential perils of falling from its craggy summit (in the Stanford University Special
Collections: https://exhibits.stanford.edu/muybridge/catalog/zr554zp1248).
46
For an account that probes and contextualizes Muybridge’s work in Point Reyes, which includes a rich
discussion of this specific stereograph, see Elizabeth W. Hutchison, “Conjuring in Fog: Eadweard
Muybridge at Point Reyes,” in Picturing, ed. Rachael Z. DeLue (Chicago: Terra Foundation for American
Art, 2016), 113-147. https://www-aaeportal-com.proxy.library.upenn.edu/?id=-19899.
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the centered cameras. We identify with the man at the edge twofold, then, seeing him as
our representational double precisely because we, too, are somehow suspended at—or
perhaps over—a cliff’s edge.
We occupy a similar, if even more elevated, position in the preceding stereograph
of the series, 832—Point Reyes… (Fig. 1.13): again, seen through a stereoscopic viewer,
these vertiginous heights are all the more apparent, so that the rocks in the foreground
feel more precarious and the cliffs beyond seem to fall more sharply away from our
reach. The lighthouse itself is almost lost amid the seascape, nearly centered but still
diminutive in the face of the expansive ocean and the foreboding rocks. In 998—South
Farallon Island—The Murr Bridge, 113 feet high, and Rookeries of the Murr (Fig. 1.14),
elevation is once again noted in the title, an indication of its significance. The rocks in the
far-right foreground give us some sense of scale and depth of space, but they do not offer
a safe surface on which to imaginatively stand. Rather than viewing the 113-foot high
bridge from below, we are lifted up to mirror its position.
Alongside Muybridge’s efforts to verbally signal the height and scale of his
subjects and viewpoints, he began noting aspects of temporal measure that might not
have otherwise been visually apparent. The title of one Pacific Coast stereograph
distinctly refers to sound—and the ways it interacts with time: New Years Island, Fog
Whistle, blasts of 15 seconds with intervals of 45 seconds (Fig. 1.15). By quantifying both
the whistle’s duration and frequency, Muybridge grants us a sense of what is contained
within the photograph that we cannot see—signaling that part of the interest of the image
is how it registers elements beyond optical availability.
13

On a broader level, the names Muybridge attached to his photographic enterprise
channeled this extra-sensory potential. In addition to using the pseudonym “Helios” to
sign his early work—taking up the moniker of the Greek sun god to harness correlations
between light and photography—Muybridge called his business the “Flying Studio,”
representing it with a logo that features a camera with wings (Fig. 1.16). This name is
often cited, but its symbolic register typically goes unmentioned or the “flight” of his
studio is simply read as a synonym for speed and portability. Within the context of my
analysis, it is fitting to emphasize that in addition to these connotations, the adjective
Muybridge selected bears inevitable and direct reference to airborne embodiment; the
man who went on to picture a “flying” horse had already made a name for himself by
operating out of a “flying” studio.
Aside from emphasizing the aerial potential of his undertaking, Muybridge was
particularly invested in turning his camera skyward. A critic reporting on the 1873
Vienna exhibition noted the impact of this attention, saying: “Muybridge, above all
others, is distinguished by superb cloud effects, which, in these large pictures, look
extraordinary fine.”47 While in Yosemite, Muybridge produced a series of cloud studies,
and utilized his 1869 invention, the “sky-shade” (Fig. 1.17). In a creative twist on the
common practice of formulating composite images to affix properly-focused skies atop
land whose necessarily long photographic exposure would have prevented the sky from
being pictured in any detail, Muybridge’s device could allow a single image to capture

47

Hermann Vogel, “German Correspondence,” Philadelphia Photographer, September 1, 1873, 470. For a
succinct evaluation of photographers’ approaches to the challenge of rendering sky in this era, see Kim
Beil, “Cloudy Skies,” in Good Pictures: A History of Popular Photography (Stanford: Stanford University
Press, 2020), 43-47.
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two lengths of time from the same scene. His “sky shade” essentially lowered a
temporary shutter over the atmosphere while earthen elements below were impressing
themselves upon the negative; the shade could then be raised at the appropriate time to
fill in the sky above.48 Intriguingly, the system Muybridge devised worked horizontally
as well as vertically, so that if one lateral side of an image required a different exposure
duration, a sliding shutter could facilitate this multiplicity of registered times. The
photographer actively constructed his photographs by way of a dynamic interplay
between horizontal and vertical—portraying temporal vicissitudes through dual axes.
Taking these intersections to a larger scale, his next projects were panoramic.
Setting up his cameras atop the roof of Stanford’s fellow railroad executive, Mark
Hopkins, Muybridge endeavored to capture San Francisco from a high point—literally
encircling the city within his photographic reach (e.g. Fig. 1.18). As Solnit demonstrates,
the resulting imagery was “almost unprecedented” in comparison to works by his peers,
largely because it “pushed the possibilities past the familiar to the disconcerting and
disorienting.”49 This was not the first time that he had attempted such pictorial grasp;
some smaller panoramas of San Francisco and other landscapes exist from the late 1860s
and early 1870s. In each of these manifestations, Muybridge took on the ultimate form of
pictorial expansion, as panoramas present curious conflations of the horizontal and the
48

While numerous Muybridge biographers refer to this device as one of the ones he patented during his
lifetime, primary source records of this patent have yet to be located. Muybridge was fairly savvy about
establishing and maintaining his rights to intellectual property—perhaps especially after a legal debacle
over the Stanford/Stillman book (see p. 34 of this account for some of that background). Even prior to that
upset, and before he began photographing seriously, he patented two devices in Britain—a tool to assist in
printing as well as a laundry washing machine. These were followed by the patents he received for his
elaborate system of multiple cameras, backdrops, and so-called “guillotine shutters,” a machinic descendent
of the sky-shade. For detailed accounts of his patents, see Robert Bartlett Haas, Muybridge: Man in Motion
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), 10-11 and 18.
49
Solnit, “Tangles, Time…,” 185.
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vertical. Insistently lateral, their immersive sweep of a particular eye-level implies the
turn of a head or a camera to encapsulate the scope of a view. In order to arrive at such a
vista, however, vertical elevation is typically required. Furthermore, panoramas—even in
today’s era of iPhone photography—require the negotiation of vertical seams. Solnit
notes that Muybridge chose to increase this pictorial element in one of his panoramas—
visually stitching together “portrait”-style vertical images rather than the more standard
“landscape” horizontals.50 Like the photographs captured with the “sky shade,” these
scenes present necessarily sequential time as though it is simultaneous—and conflate
multiple angles into one.
In a panorama that was printed as a booklet—folding out to 5 x 57.5 inches—we
see San Francisco and the ocean beyond spreading out in front of and beside us (Fig.
1.19). Particularly at the right-hand side of the images, Pine Street and California Street
stretch into the distance, as constructed orthogonals that imprint themselves on the
landscape. These diagonals emphasize the depth of the scene, so that we feel our height
above the city. All we have as hints of a potential foreground are two decorative metal
pieces; their scale reads as at our fingertips—but we are still not grounded. Muybridge
has presented an iconic axonometric perspective—a so-called “birds-eye” view that could
actualize the flight he had found so captivating decades earlier; these expansive views
were indeed taken from a “flying studio.”

50

See Solnit’s discussion of Muybridge’s panoramas in River of Shadows, 155-176.

16

“The horse is literally flying mid-air”
It was with this pictorial and physical experience that Muybridge accepted
Stanford’s charge to photograph a moving horse—and ideally one fully in the air. An
August 11, 1877 article about “the photographs taken by Muybridge of Occident [one of
Stanford’s horses] at full speed” states: “it was the intention of Mr. Stanford to have a
series of views taken to show the step at all its stages, so as to settle the controversy
among horsemen about the question whether a fast trotter ever has all his feet in the air at
once.”51 Though the exact circumstances of Muybridge’s hire remain unclear, he first
attempted a photograph of equine motion in 1872 in Sacramento, California—around the
time he documented the Stanford mansion in the same city.52 One almost-definitely
apocryphal origin story locates the impetus for the project in a bet.53 Even as a concocted
myth, this narrative holds significance—as the very fact that the theory of “unsupported
transit” would have been perceived worthy of monetary stakes is telling; this was not
merely a curiosity, but an inquiry with resounding implications.
None of the original 1872 photographs exist, possibly because they were
described as being nondescript enough that they couldn’t adequately be published as
pictorial evidence. Muybridge may also have destroyed them because the images didn’t
51

“A Trotting Horse,” San Francisco Alta, August 11, 1877; as reported in the London Times, September
18, 1877.
52
Accounts of the initiation of these experiments vary. Some authors are perfectly willing to refer to a
supposed telegram that Stanford sent to Muybridge, though none of them cite a source for this elusive
document (see, for example, Haas, 46). Muybridge himself, because his relations with Stanford turned sour
after the publication of the Stillman text, only vaguely says that his “attention…was directed to” the
question of “unsupported transit” and its allure (in Descriptive Zoopraxography: Or The Science of Animal
Locomotion Made Popular [Chicago: The Lakeside Press—R. R. Donnelley & Sons Co., 1893], 4).
53
Perhaps because it is such an enticing story, the idea of a bet persists in various narratives, but it remains
unsubstantiated—and numerous scholars have outlined the reasons why it is very unlikely to have occurred.
See, for example, Allain Daigle, “Not a Betting Man: Stanford, Muybridge, and the Palo Alto Wager
Myth,” Film History 29:4 (2017): 112-130.
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hold up to his aesthetic standards.54 As Stanford later concluded of the initial results:
“Mr. Muybridge was not satisfied with the picture as a work of art, because obscure, but I
was satisfied of my theory that a horse in full stride will have all of his feet off the ground
at one time.”55 By 1873, the Daily Evening Bulletin published an article entitled
“‘Occident’ Photographed” that—in fitting historical synergy—is included on the same
page spread as an account of Muybridge’s Yosemite pictures, but does not mention that
the enterprises were conducted by the same photographer. Description of the undertaking
is matter-of fact, saying that “Governor Stanford recently employed a photographer to
take a negative of Occident under motion,” and continuing with passages such as:
A white cloth was spread in order to afford a ground for the picture, and over this
the horse was trained to trot. Three days were then taken in experiments, none of
the negatives proving satisfactory, until finally, by the use of double lenses
crossed, a good picture was obtained. The horse was traveling at the rate of thirtyeight feet in a second, yet the picture is so perfect that the spokes of the sulky
wheels were caught as if not in motion.56
Even at this earliest of moments in the pursuit to document a “flying” horse, the stillness
of the resultant imagery is what captured attention.
Muybridge’s experiments would not resume until 1876, after an enforced
intermission due to legal battles and extended travel.57 Upon returning to California—and
to the task of proving “unsupported transit”—one of the first elements he sought to
improve was his shutter mechanism. Recognizing that the current method of exposing
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Prodger, “Make it Stop: Muybridge and the New Frontier in Instantaneous Photography,” in Time Stands
Still, 142.
55
“Governor Stanford Sued,” St. Louis Globe-Democrat (St. Louis, Missouri), Thursday, February 1, 1883,
issue 256, 4.
56
“‘Occident’ Photographed,” Daily Evening Bulletin (San Francisco), Monday, April 7, 1873, issue 154.
57
After committing a crime and being exonerated, Muybridge went to Central America, where he produced
photographs on assignment for the United States government. See Haas, Muybridge: Man in Motion, 7981.
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lenses by hand was not fast enough to capture the horses’ otherwise-invisible swiftness,
Muybridge determined that he needed technology to compensate for human fallibility.
Channeling the force of electricity and magnets, he and a team of railroad engineers
devised a system that essentially automated his earlier “sky shade,” creating a set of what
came to be known as “guillotine shutters” that were triggered either by trip wires or by a
clockwork device set to release at regular intervals.58 The violent implications of that
linguistic corollary emphasize the ways in which resulting photographs were “severed”
from the flow of experiential existence, yielding hitherto-invisible slices of pictorial time.
Like their morbid namesake, these shutters took advantage of gravity’s effects—
harnessing its force in order to simultaneously picture its momentary resistance.
Electricity and gravity collaborated to surpass the limits of human observation (Fig.
1.20).59
Utilizing this innovative technology, Muybridge demonstrated repeatedly and
without a doubt that horses do indeed “fly.” Hooves aloft, “entirely free of the ground,”
as he proclaimed in later lectures, these horses appeared—within the space of the
photograph—to resist the force of gravity (e.g. upper and lower right frames of Fig.
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For one of many period discussions about “guillotine shutters” and their use to facilitate the capture of
momentary scenes, see William de Wiveleslie Abney, Instantaneous Photography (New York: The Scovill
and Adams Company of New York, 1896), 9-12. In 1888, Wallace Goold Levison is noted as having
presented to the Brooklyn Academy of Photography (of which he was President) about “duplex shutters,”
which seem to have functioned similarly (see “Society Gossip,” The Philadelphia Photographer 25, issue
318 [March 17, 1888]:186).
59
Identifying singular authorship of these innovative shutters became a legally contested battle. In one of
many instances in which he pursued lawsuits, Muybridge sued Stanford over intellectual property
associated with this apparatus. The resulting deposition documents that were collected are now contained
within the Collis Potter Huntington Papers, which are housed at Syracuse University (“Edward J.
Muybridge v. Leland Stanford, Suffolk Superior Court, Massachusetts”); I have consulted full copies which
are part of the Leland Stanford Collection, Department of Special Collections, Stanford University
Libraries.
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1.21).60 Moreover, whereas artists who subscribed to the theory of “unsupported transit”
had always portrayed their “flying” horses with legs splayed outward, Muybridge’s
photographs proved that their limbs were instead tucked beneath their bodies—
demonstrating not just the fact of equine elevation, but its actual appearance.
Intent to share these findings and show his work in action, Muybridge invited an
audience to a photographic demonstration at Stanford’s Palo Alto track on June 15, 1878.
A Chicago newspaper offered a detailed account of the set-up, and then went on to
describe its stakes and scope:
This arrangement precluded all suspicion of mistakes, and insured accuracy which
could not be questioned… In order to make a public demonstration of the
genuineness of the whole, invitations were issued, and representatives of various
journals, daily and weekly, and those which make turf matters a specialty,
gentlemen interested in the arts, and those who have a fondness for the horse,
were in attendance to witness the operation.61
Responses from these attendees were strong; one reporter offers a telling account of the
feelings associated with witnessing the display:
in a trifle over half a second the twelve pictures are registered. The time it
required to take one of the series could not have been the two-thousandth part of a
second…and the improved double slide responds to the magic with such celerity
that it cannot be measured. There is a feeling of awe in the mind of the beholder,
as he looks at the glass plate which is held before the yellow curtain, and he sees
the miniature of the flying horse so perfect that it startles him. Reduced in size
until it would do for the scarf-pin of a lady, and yet in the weird opal-tinted light it
is as distinct as if cut on a gem. The eye runs rapidly over the series, and there are
positions which could never be explained by any hypothesis, but which cannot be
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Many of the earliest images found their way onto the page at odd angles and in somewhat haphazard
arrangements, which accounts for the off-kilter nature of this grouping of images of a horse trotting.
Muybridge used the phrase “entirely free of the ground”—or ones very similar to it—in all of the lectures
for which transcripts exist. This particular formulation appears in the printed version of a talk he gave at the
Franklin Institute in Philadelphia (See Muybridge, “The Attitudes of Animals in Motion,” Journal of the
Franklin Institute (April, 1883), 273).
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“Taking a Trotter: A Race-horse Photographed at Full Speed,” Inter Ocean (Chicago), July 6, 1878, issue
89, 6; drawn from “A Wonder of Our Century,” San Francisco Morning Call, June 16, 1878.
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questioned by those who witnessed the operation…it is a new era in photography
and instantaneous is no longer a misnomer.62
It is the “flying horse” image that stirs “a feeling of awe in the mind of the beholder,” its
seeming impossibility nonetheless proven by photography. Moreover, as a “perfect”
rendering, that equine suspension is what finally has the power to actualize
“instantaneous” photography.
Equipped with these images, Muybridge began to disseminate his findings, often
giving lantern slide lectures to share his work. In print, the photographer created The
Horse in Motion, a series of six cabinet cards that were sold individually and as a group,
and which were distributed widely beginning in 1878. Each one features a single horse
moving at a particular speed, pictured in a gridded sequence of images (see, for example,
Fig. 1.22); in addition to the photographs, these cards include textual analyses of the
equine gait. As Phillip Brookman has painstakingly researched and recounted, this novel
imagery and knowledge quickly became transatlantic; articles appeared in numerous
periodicals and illustrated journals across the United States and Europe, many of which
reproduced various forms of Muybridge’s images and outlined the insights they brought
to light.63 As the Scientific American reported, “His work at once attracted the attention
of the world.”64 The emphasis of these accounts was on the revelatory nature of
Muybridge’s pictures—their capacity to disprove and supersede prior assumptions. One
article which sets out to discuss the “delicate experiments by instantaneous photography,
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For an extensive account of this history, see Phillip Brookman, “Helios: Eadweard Muybridge in a Time
of Change,” in Helios: Eadweard Muybridge in a Time of Change, ed. Phillip Brookman (Washington, DC:
Corcoran Gallery of Art and Steidl, 2010), esp. 77-88.
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to determine whether a trotting-horse was at any time wholly off the ground,” proclaims:
“In one five-thousandth part of a second, the combined sciences of photography and
electricity have upset completely all observations of the human eye in regards to the
movements of a horse while trotting…”65 Similarly, another states: “the conventional
notions of the movements of horses were shown to be absolutely wrong.”66 Significantly,
this wholly new vision is not simply described as being about equine portrayal; the New
York Times reports that “these pictures completely upset the artist’s idea of speed.”67 In
this way, the question of “unsupported transit” was not just about horses, but about how
horses’ velocity signified a previously-inaccessible pace—which human perception could
not match. Muybridge’s photographs therefore offered a form of speed, stilled.
Once his patented “automatic electro-photographic apparatus” proved capable of
registering this tempo and his equine imagery was internationally known, he expanded
his investigations to include other animals, and even people.68 The first humans to move
in front of Muybridge’s battery of cameras were athletes—members of the Olympic Club
of San Francisco.69 Not only did they run, following in the footsteps of the horses that
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had laid the groundwork for their photographic capture, but they also performed athletic
feats such as flips and leaps—often movements that required the men to be airborne (e.g.
Fig. 1.23). Twisting and turning aloft and in front of stark white backdrops, their limbs
form undulating, levitating silhouettes (e.g. Fig. 1.1). Even images of running figures
show that horses are not the only animals who launch themselves into the air while
moving quickly; we humans, too, lift off the ground during our fastest strides (Fig. 1.24).
Moreover, Muybridge was able to show that equine patterns of movement can be
translated to other quadrupeds; the greyhound, for instance, gathers its legs beneath itself
in a pattern of “flight” that mirrors the horse’s “unsupported transit” (Fig. 1.25)—
yielding pictures that a San Francisco Call reporter noted in 1879 would elicit “surprise
in the minds of those who have only associated the ideal greyhound with undulating and
serpentine grace.” The account continues: “The cramped and improbable positions of the
dog, as shown in the negatives, would scarcely be believed by any one [sic] who had not
seen the fact recorded by the ‘unerring finger of light.’”70 Deer, cows, goats, and many
other animals became photographic subjects; if they could run fast enough, Muybridge
showed, then yes—even pigs could fly.
Only after these images were internationally known in their still form did
Muybridge begin experimenting with reconfiguring them to fit optical toys that might reanimate their pictorial stoppage. Partly at the suggestion of Étienne-Jules Marey—with
whom Muybridge corresponded in 1879—and because another Frenchman, Gaston
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Tissandier, had already copied his imagery onto zoetrope strips, Muybridge developed
his zoöpraxiscope—which combined the principle of persistence of vision with enlarged
projection—to make his images kinetic. Nevertheless, his demonstrations were built on
the foundation of still imagery.
When lecturing on his work, Muybridge always began with a so-called “analysis”
of the photographs, projecting them singly on the screen at life-size. The movement
afforded by his zoöpraxiscope was, therefore, mobilized to grant legitimacy to paused
gestures that otherwise elicited incredulity. The London Standard reports of a gathering,
for instance, that “critical guests were evidently skeptical as to the accuracy of many of
the positions; but when the photographs were turned rapidly, and made to pass before the
lantern, their truthfulness was demonstrated.”71 Lifelike renderings of motion thus
provided the comfort of familiarity—easing the surprise of his imagery—but the single
photographs always preceded their “synthesis”; still imagery had set the stage for this
increased tempo, and remained the primary medium. A Boston newspaper article entitled
“Revelations in Photography” reported this process and Muybridge’s characterizations of
its aims: “as the lecturer aptly expressed it, proving by synthesis that to be true which the
plates illuminated separately had shown by analysis.”72 In this way, Muybridge’s imagery
at once foreclosed one kind of imagined vision—revealing prior interpretations of equine
motion to be spurious—while opening onto a newly located experience. If mental
concoctions were discredited by photographic visibility, that same pictorial revelation
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expanded phenomenological potential—making gravitational resistance attainable rather
than illusory.

“The brilliant company”
Once Muybridge’s lectures had been glowingly received in San Francisco and
Palo Alto, he took his pictorial and oratory show on the road, touring throughout Europe
and the United States in the early 1880s. In later years, he had also planned speaking
engagements in Australia and India—but decided to abandon the journey when he was
asked to produce a zoöpraxiscope demonstration for the World’s Columbian Exposition
in Chicago.73 Records of his many presentations indicate that the content of the lectures
seems to have remained fairly consistent, often publicized under the title “The Science of
Animal Locomotion in its Relation to Design in Art.” In these contexts, Muybridge
offered his imagery as a corrective to art—following a conceptual approach that had been
part of Stanford’s initial proposal.74 After presenting an art historical lesson on global
portrayals of the horse—from the Parthenon frieze to Assyrian reliefs to contemporary
paintings by Rosa Bonheur—he unveiled his photographs as revelatory representations,
demonstrating visible difference through juxtaposition. In the face of his photographs, he
argued, all previous portrayals of horses aloft—not to mention many other animals’ and
human movements—were clearly erroneous. His intention was to disprove prior
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conceptions—revealing them to be misconceptions based on the irrefutable evidence of
his imagery. The stakes of his enterprise, as he framed it, were representational.
Muybridge was perhaps prone to present his work in this fashion because one
avenue he saw for his photographs was to serve as source material for artists working in
other mediums.75 William MacLeod, then curator of the Corcoran Gallery of Art, wrote
in an 1887 letter to Muybridge about the institution’s acquisition of a set of Animal
Locomotion prints—from the extensive project the photographer had undertaken at the
University of Pennsylvania between 1884 and 1887—that the series was “an
inexhaustible mine of artistic help.”76 Muybridge may have been primed to promote this
aspect of his work because some of his early landscape imagery had been expressly
commissioned by painters hoping to more accurately represent Yosemite Valley. In 1873,
a newspaper reported that a photograph of one particular peak was “taken at the
suggestion of Albert Bierstadt, who, it is believed, will make the same scene the subject
of a painting.”77 From the start, these photographs were conceived as prompts for further
imagery.78
Those who attended Muybridge’s presentations were eminent figures in numerous
fields—artists, but also scientists and writers—a number of whom actively worked with

75

Solnit emphasizes this aspect of Muybridge’s project, writing that many of Muybridge’s studies “seem to
have been intended for artists and to have been made in much the same way as artists themselves make
sketches…That is, they were resources for the art of others as much as or more than art themselves, as were
the motion studies …painters were an intended audience, if not the only one” (“Tangles, Time…,” 183).
76
As quoted in Paul Greenhalgh, “Foreword,” Helios: Eadweard Muybridge in a Time of Change, 7.
77
“New Photographic Views of Yosemite,” Daily Evening Bulletin, issue 154, April 7, 1873.
78
It is often taken for granted that this artistic progeny would be direct renderings of bodily positions—and
surely that is a significant amount of the work yielded by Muybridge’s “experiments”—but this dissertation
is partly an analysis of the specifically gravitational arc of inspiration that can be seen as originating in
Muybridge’s renderings of embodied suspension. I contend that his photographs imply trajectories and
themes beyond those specific to representing corporeal motion.

26

suspension in its various forms.79 The British Journal of Photography asserted that
Muybridge’s “audiences have been drawn from the very first ranks of art, science, and
fashion,”80 while the London Photographic News reported that “Mr. Muybridge might
well be proud of the reception accorded him by his distinguished audience.” Emphasizing
the tone with which Muybridge was received by such luminaries, Paris’ Galignani’s
Messenger recounted that “The applause which greeted these wonderful pictures from the
brilliant company was hearty in the extreme.”81 Yet the gatherings were not simply
formal presentations. The 1881 events in Paris, hosted by artist Ernest Meissonier and
physiologist Étienne-Jules Marey, were described as “receptions” which provided
settings for intellectual engagement; as Le Globe reported, “Professor Marey invited to
his residence a large number of the most eminent men in Europe for the purpose of
meeting Mr. Muybridge…”82 Similarly, a French correspondent wrote:
One of the latest topics of Parisian conversation has been the magnificent
entertainment at the residence of M. Meissonier, where we had the pleasure of
meeting a large number of the most eminent artists, scientists and literati of Paris.
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The object of the renowned artist was to introduce to his friends Mr. Muybridge,
of California…83
Not only was the star-studded audience invited to meet the photographer, but we know
Muybridge then spent a number of months working with Marey at his “physiological
station.”84 He was not simply visiting Paris to present material, but committing to
ongoing research and work with his European colleagues.85
Given such a model of collective creative production, it is illuminating to consider
what Muybridge’s interlocutors were engaged in leading up to and contemporaneous with
their encounters with the photographer. With the exception of addressing Marey and
Meissonier’s connections with Muybridge, scholarly accounts do not place the motion
studies in dialogue with the theories and experiments undertaken by the illustrious figures
whom we know to have seen the photographs first-hand. It is productive and compelling,
therefore, to imagine the concentration of intellectual force that materialized in the
gatherings instigated by Muybridge’s presentations—and, within the context of my
analysis, to consider the ways in which many of the photographer’s interlocutors were
actively engaged in gravitationally-correlated pursuits.
Consider, for example, that physicist John Tyndall attended a Muybridge
reception in London.86 Already a widely-published scholar who was known for
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promulgating what today might be termed “popular science,” Tyndall wrote extensively
about the physics of movement as well as particles’ behavior in air. Alongside his
scientific career, Tyndall was a committed and adventurous mountaineer.87 His athletic
feats bespeak not only an impressive physical fortitude but also a fascination with
elevated embodiment; from above, Tyndall could experience the world in new ways,
which he wrote about in texts like Hours of Exercise in the Alps (1871). A few years
later, after publishing Heat: A Mode of Motion (1868)—the title of which already invites
comparison with Muybridge’s studies—the scientist first observed what is now known as
the Tyndall Effect. Essentially an explanation for light and particles scattering in liquid
and air, this phenomenon is described as a system of suspension—which, among other
things, explains why the sky is perceived as blue.88 This work led to Tyndall’s broader
studies which laid the groundwork for modern germ theory; his book Essays on the
Floating Matter of the Air in Relation to Putrefaction and Infection (1882) includes a
chapter on “Suspended Particles in Air and Water.” While the more chemical and
material suspension that formed the core of these studies is surely different than the
levitation of bodies, both phenomena involve entities literally “flying in the face of”
gravity. Evidence of such resistance—at multiple scales and in various mediums—
activates a realm of potential about which Tyndall also wrote. His “Essays on the Use and
Limit of Imagination in Science” (1870) acknowledges that the quantifiable is not always
87
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at odds with our power to envision that which we cannot yet see.89 To Tyndall, the air
was a productive medium—and humans’ imaginative capacities were fundamental to our
being.
Another physicist attendee, Hermann von Helmholtz, was also working on ideas
that intersect with Muybridge’s work. Essentially engaging in what is often termed
psychophysics, he was interested in the distinction between physical stimuli and their
perceptual impact. He was therefore invested in sensory and psychological manifestations
of, or reactions to, external elements—and much of his work broadly explored the limits
and parameters of perception. In the years leading up to Muybridge’s arrival in Europe,
Helmholtz had been studying electrical impulses and their effects, conducting
experiments that tested the speed of human and animal reactions to stimuli.90 The shutter
mechanism for Muybridge’s photographic investigations, which used electricity to
manifest a speed and simultaneity that was impossible in the face of human reaction time,
is in sync with the physicist’s experiments.
Whereas Tyndall and Helmholtz were likely enthusiastic attendees, John Bell
Pettigrew, a Scottish physician and naturalist, met Muybridge as a skeptic—though the
photographer would later cite Pettigrew’s work.91 In the Scottish scholar’s 1873 text
bearing the same title that the photographer would take up the following decade—Animal
Locomotion—Pettigrew stated with bold certainty that there could not be a moment
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during a horse’s gallop when all four of its legs are airborne: “The gallop has been
erroneously believed to consist of a series of bounds or leaps…there being a period when
all four are in the air…A little reflection will show that this definition of the gallop
cannot be the correct one.”92 His words demonstrate the timeliness of this debate. More
broadly, he was clearly participating in an ongoing and international consideration of
animals’ movements.
This interest, for Pettigrew and others, was not only tied up with period responses
to Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species, which had been published in 1859—and was
widely promoted by Thomas Huxley, another scientist who heard Muybridge speak.93
The full title of Pettigrew’s account, Animal Locomotion: or Walking, Swimming, and
Flying, with a Dissertation on Aeronautics, indicates the triangulated modes of
movement at the heart of his investigation. These were of interest to Pettigrew precisely
for what they offered humans in terms of potential imitation; the animal was a source of
inspiration. Efforts such as his and Muybridge’s to analyze “animal locomotion” were
thus derived not simply from curiosity about the animal world, but because these
creatures’ existing strategies for navigating natural forces could be emulated—used to
human advantage. In this context, it was the realm of the air that presented the most
compelling challenge and possibility. More specifically, since locomotives and
steamships had already advanced on land and at sea, Pettigrew’s primary interest in the
sky was its potential as a site for human transport—its capacities as what he termed
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“mobile air.”94 As nature already presented so many flying creatures, he asserted, there
could be no doubt that “flying machines” were in people’s imminent future:
That artificial flight is a possible thing is proved beyond doubt—first, by the fact
that flight is a natural movement; and second, because the natural movements of
walking and swimming have already been successfully imitated.95
His text includes in-depth descriptions and diagrams of his proposed artificial flying
machines, which the Wright Brothers are known to have referenced as they worked to
develop their first airplane.96 An1889 account of a Muybridge lecture similarly channels
Pettigrew’s approach—making aspirational claims about the potential opened by the
motion study photographs: “If ever we learn to fly our wings will certainly be constructed
on the basis of Mr. Muybridge’s revelations.”97
Moreover, Pettigrew was not the only self-proclaimed aerialist who engaged with
Muybridge. Nadar, a photographer and host to the first exhibition of the Impressionist
painters, was perhaps primarily known for the balloons which he flew above the city of
Paris and its surrounding regions. Echoing Pettigrew’s sentiments about the imitation of
flying animals, Nadar recounted his attitude, that “man has the right to fly in the air at his
will, since animals fly there.”98 Aside from being a suspended site of some of the first
aerial photography, Nadar’s balloons staged new experiences for people who had never
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been airborne.99 Manifesting the dreams in his friend Jules Vernes’ stories, such as Five
Weeks in a Balloon (1863) and Around the World in Eighty Days (1872), Nadar invited
people to accompany him aloft—in adventures which not only granted panoramic views,
but also presented newly embodied experiences from above. He described the sensation
in a memoir:
Free, calm, levitating into the silent immensity of welcoming and beneficent
space, where no human power, no force of evil, can reach him, man seems to feel
himself really living for the first time, enjoying, in a plenitude until then unknown
to him, the wholeness of his health in his soul and body.100
In Nadar’s terms, balloon-facilitated suspension offered novel physical and psychological
sensations—granting a release from earthly existence which felt redemptive.
While on a different scale, aerial embodiment was foregrounded in the initial
publications of Muybridge’s work. The photographer was the first one to collect and
copyright his imagery, creating the self-published The Attitudes of Animals in Motion in
1881—and over half of the plates he included portray creatures aloft or on the verge of
corporeal lift.101 The first commercially published text that used the insights gained from
this imagery—an excerpt of which served as this chapter’s epigraph—was conceived by
Stanford, who hired Stillman to analyze the investigations and write up their findings.
The resulting 1882 book has a title that emphasizes its photographic underpinnings: The
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Horse in Motion: As Shown by Instantaneous Photography, With A Study on Animal
Mechanics Founded on Anatomy and the Revelations of the Camera, In Which is
Demonstrated the Theory of Quadrupedal Motion. Ultimately, however, this publication
intruded on Muybridge’s success rather than bolstering his public persona; because his
role in the project was barely mentioned in the text, Muybridge received virtually no
credit for the insights it revealed. Perhaps due to the consternation this caused the
photographer, Stillman’s book is rarely read alongside his work or referenced as a source
that could shed light on period conceptions of the significance of his images.102 Setting
aside Muybridge’s feelings and instead analyzing Stillman’s text as a historical record
uncovers illuminating sentiments about the role of gravity and its resistance. The author
begins a chapter that explains momentum and sets the stage for the proof of “unsupported
transit,” for instance, with the evocative contemplation that opened my analysis—which I
repeat here for emphasis:
The attraction of gravity, or that force which is constantly drawing all bodies
toward the centre of the earth, is a phenomenon so familiar to us that we fail to
realize it at all times, and the consequences that would ensue were it to be for one
moment suspended.103
Stillman’s words lay the foundations of the imaginative register that is accessed by the
“flying” horse, and speak broadly to the intrigue of a release from gravity’s downward
pull. Because this grounding force is so omnipresent, Stillman reasons, we sometimes
take for granted the ways in which it directs our every move.
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These sentiments are echoed by another period thinker, philosopher Paul Souriau,
whose text The Aesthetics of Movement (1889) references instantaneous photography of
animal locomotion—and which is now illustrated by Muybridge’s imagery. Curiously,
despite this corollary, Muybridge scholars have not read Souriau’s sentiments alongside
the photographer’s work, though the dialogue proves fruitful. Like Helmholtz, Souriau
was invested in perceptual responses to stimuli. As its title implies, his text analyzes both
the physical sensations of motion as well as the cognitive and emotional effects of seeing
movement. In an opening passage on “The Psychological Pleasure of Movement,” he
posits:
One can observe in any physical activity a particular kind of pride, naïve and
childish perhaps, yet all the deeper and more instinctive, in overcoming the forces
of nature. Let nature but invite me to do something and I will refuse. Let it seem
to forbid me and I will go ahead, from a spirit of contradiction or even
rebellion…But of all the forces of nature that we consider hostile and take
pleasure in overcoming, gravity is the one that offers the most challenge and the
one that we will fight in all our activities with the greatest obstinacy. Because of
gravity, our bodies are a burden that nothing will relieve…Why does one envy the
bird its wings? Because, to us, flight seems the greatest victory over inertia and
gravity, a real emancipation over matter. Man’s very dreams reflect these
aspirations constantly.104
Having established the battle humans wage with gravity, Souriau goes on to correlate
dreams of vanquishing its force with a broader notion of hope, echoing Nadar. “Even if
we are to be conquered by the blind forces of nature,” he writes, “it is already something
to have struggled and fought. Such action has a value in itself…it is a striving toward
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liberty and the beginning of psychological emancipation.”105 Souriau provides examples
from our world which seem to promise this very liberation from gravity:
What do we admire in a Gothic church? Is it only the purity of its lines, the grace
of its curves? No, it is also its victory over gravity; it is the understanding between
these forces which are solidary and unite to fight against a common enemy…all
the stones support one another...standing in suspension through a miracle of
balance.106
Suspension here emerges as a condition that staves off gravity—maintaining a liminal
state that allows levitation, or at least its appearance. Souriau reasons that we are drawn
to that which sustains this suspension, as such forms grant us a measure of hope. Seeing a
resistance to gravity, even if it is momentary, yields attraction and pleasure.
Muybridge’s images bridge these considerations, presenting a particular
possibility for airborne embodiment. Considered alongside these thinkers’
preoccupations, the suspension at the heart of his enterprise comes to the fore. Muybridge
himself used the term “suspended” to describe animals’ feet that were aloft. In an 1883
lecture at the Franklin Institute in Philadelphia, for instance, he used this verbiage on
multiple occasions: his phrase for the period of time during which horses’ legs are
simultaneously aloft is an “interval of suspension.”107 This suggestive expression—a
variation on Stillman’s “one moment suspended”—not only mobilizes my focal verb but
emphasizes its correlation with a period of time that stands apart from an otherwise
sustained flow. An interval, as its linguistic cousins suggest, stages an intervention—
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intervening between two modes, periods of time, or musically, between two notes. An
interval often imposes a pause, a momentary respite.

Compositional Strategies—“Entirely free of the ground”
Muybridge’s motion studies thematize these embodied “intervals of suspension.”
Early images which picture equine “unsupported transit” do so most explicitly—but his
broader photographic output posits various levels of “support” or its lack. This is not
simply because bodies are often aloft—but also because of the visual strategies
Muybridge employed to portray them. Even his earliest arrangements of cameras and trip
wires included elaborate linear systems of measurement. As he outlined and illustrated
during his lectures, the “operating track” was “marked with transverse lines 12 inches
apart. Each line [was] numbered, for the purpose of more readily ascertaining the length
of the animal’s stride.” He offered thorough descriptions of the numbers and positions of
the cameras, emphasizing elements like the “parallel direction of the vertical stake with
the horizontal line extending to the corresponding number immediately opposite.”108 His
methods of capture were intricate confluences of coordinates and lines.
When, in 1878, Muybridge applied for patents of his photographic system, he
specifically mentioned not only the shutter mechanism but also the “novel background,
which is graduated or marked so as to gage [sic] the position of the horse and the posture
of his limbs…”109 Considered in relation to midair machinations, this system of locating

108

Ibid., 264.
United States Patent No. 212,865 (application filed June 27, 1878; patent issued by United States Patent
Office on March 4, 1879). A copy of this patent documentation is available in the Department of Special
109

37

the bodies’ permutations does not so much indicate corporeal instrumentation, as Hornby
and Sarah Gordon have suggested, as provide some quantitative indicator for sensations
that would otherwise be qualitative. We can determine the length of a jump by marking
footprints—but the only way we can know how high that body was in the air is if we
insert an intervening horizontal, a measurement device for visual comparison.110 The
Horse in Motion emphasizes the role of linear intersections in demonstrating this
corporeal elevation (e.g. Fig. 1.22); horizontal lines, one card’s caption tells us,
“represent elevations of four inches each,” while the vertical ones are “twenty-seven
inches apart.” Knowing this, we can interpret the diagrams, calculating the space of the
air between the horse’s limbs and the ground. Linear marks become registers of distance
and visual manifestations of the interval.
The hurdle in sequences like plate 103 of The Attitudes of Animals in Motion (Fig.
1.26) serves a similar purpose, especially since there are no background lines to orient us
within the image. It is the incursion of the hurdle which allows us to be impressed by the
sheer height of the leap. Moreover, when such photographs were first seen, a hurdle’s
solidity could “ground” the scene—offering a physical fixity and even reassurance to
offset the perceptual incongruence of purely aerial machinations. One 1882 reporter
attests to this effect; in describing a set of photographs, he says the horse
has made his preparatory run, and has his nose and fore feet elevated to take the
leap. At this instant the picture presented by the photograph instrument is really
ridiculous, and so at variance with all accepted ideals of the artist, as to appear
Collections, Stanford University Libraries—specifically in “Walter R. Miles Research concerning
Eadweard Muybridge, 1928-32,” M0736, Box 2, Folder 8.
110
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quite incredible. But the camera makes no mistakes, and verifies itself by showing
at the next fraction of a second the horse with his body partially over the bar,
making the connection between the attitudes as natural and actual.111
With limbs shown clearing a hurdle, the horse’s movements registered as real.
Demarcated ground lines serve this function even more explicitly. In many early
images of men performing back flips and somersaults, where background lines are
absent, we are given a ground line so that some stabilizing force lets us know which way
is up and which down—but this horizontality only makes the volumetric verticality of the
bodies all the more evident and evocative (e.g. plate 104 of The Attitudes of Animals in
Motion, Fig. 1.23). The device doubles—and even adopts an organic form—in a number
of images: a zoöpraxiscope disc in the United States Library of Congress collection, for
instance, features a man hurtling through the air above a horse trotting (Fig. 1.27). Here,
the ground line is painted in—orienting audiences and situating the equine movement—
while the horse’s body itself serves as the horizontal beneath the oscillating human
figure.112 Similarly, multiple plates show men leaping over each other, performing what
is described as the “leap frog” technique (Fig. 1.28). Animals, too, play leap-frog—
propelling their bodies over their compatriots’ frames (Fig. 1.29).
A curious set of photographs Muybridge made for The Attitudes of Animals in
Motion do away with such living horizontals. Taking an equine skeleton as his subject,
the artist manipulated bones into the poses which his motion studies had revealed—
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hoping to provide another mechanism to make the horse’s gaits legible (Fig. 1.30).
Because this osseous material reversed his standard color dynamics, Muybridge placed
the stark white bones against an inky black background to make them visible.113 Skeletal
forms float enigmatically in this darkened space, which lacks depth and the intricate
systems of lines often used with living subjects. The only visual compass we are given is
the hastily painted white horizontal grounding each composition, establishing the earth
precisely so that we can discern the body’s release from its pull. This logic is born out in
the descriptive titles Muybridge listed in his volume’s table of contents—which are
outlined according to skeletal gravitation—so that the trio of “Running” images, for
instance, are described as: “Leaving the ground,” “Off the ground,” and “Contact with
ground” (Fig. 1.31). The determining factor of each pose is its height relative to the earth.
In the more prevalent fully-fleshed images, it is not just limbs that seem to fly in
dialogue with these linear demarcations; entire bodies are in the air, fully “unsupported.”
So much attention has been paid to horses’ feet and their relative positions that other
visible components often go unmentioned. Many parts of the horse’s body bear the marks
of kinetic change; the horse’s hair, for instance, rises and falls as it accompanies its
owner into the air. This hirsute site of motion was noted in an 1899 review, published in
The Magazine of Art: “Very few of the photos have any sense of movement, except such
as given by flying hair in the case of a horse’s mane; being momentary attitudes, they are
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fixed and not in fluxion.”114 Read alongside elliptical visualizations produced by
physiologists such as Marey, who measured the physics of aerial movement, we might
recognize that the horses’ tails essentially trace parabolic curves of ascension and
descension, their locks drawing mid-air scientific diagrams (Fig. 1.32). Even the back of
Muybridge’s own “Sallie Gardner…1.40 gait” card of 1878 includes similar renderings
that delineate the pathways of the horses’ hooves (Fig. 1.33); their hair follows suit.

Horse/Human in Motion
What, moreover, of the human bodies that were pictured from the start—those
that go unmentioned but whom we know to have been present even in the first blurry
images Muybridge captured in 1872? A rider, after all, led the horse around the track, his
muscles straining to direct and absorb the horse’s speed and direction. In The Horse in
Motion cards, we see human silhouettes—their physiques responding to the horses’
movements; when the horse is elevated, the human body is also often lifted above his
mount’s back (see, for instance, the second and third frame of “Sallie Gardner…at a 1:40
gait”) (Fig. 1.22). Significantly, these figures are often named: “Abe Edgington, owned
by Leland Stanford, driven by C. Marvin,” “Sallie Gardner, owned by Leland Stanford,
ridden by G. Domm,” etc. While the individual biographies of these equestrians are
perhaps not central to the pictures’ import, the men’s identification grants them some
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importance as co-subjects; the attention called to their presence makes viewers aware of
the relationship between animal and human.115
Perhaps counter-intuitively, Muybridge’s picturing of people—often exhibiting
what Tom Gunning calls “a universal rhythm coursing through rather abstracted human
figures”—allows these bodies to seem more relatable.116 If we become too focused on
depicted people as individuals, we do not recognize our own corporeal capacity to
assume similar positions. Like the spaces inhabited by bodies in Muybridge’s early
landscapes, his airborne figures allow us to imagine the sensation of occupying a pose
that looks improbable, if not impossible—but therefore might have some inherent appeal.
The fact that these images become a sort of dare—a demonstration of physical prowess in
the face of a force that feels inevitable—gives them a type of intrigue.
Moreover, the human-animal connectivity of these early pictures takes on more
significance when considered within its historical context. At the time when Muybridge’s
photographs were published, horses remained at the heart of modern commerce and
life.117 The term “horsepower” still applied to animals, not to automobiles—which had
yet to be developed enough to be available to the broader public. Thus, I posit that
picturing horses’ bodies signaled corporeal association with human transportation—
eliciting a phenomenological response that is difficult to resuscitate in an era when
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equestrian activity is more a pastime than a necessity. The first sentence of Stillman’s
book, for instance, reads: “The horse, of all animals, holds the most important relations to
the human family.”118 Twentieth and twenty-first century scholars have, I believe, too
readily partitioned “unsupported transit” as an equestrian fascination—not taking into
account the fact that equine motion had direct and embodied results on a majority of
people at the time when Muybridge took it as his subject.119 The stakes of this mid-air
corporeality had implications for far more people than the few men affluent enough to
own and train racehorses. In the 1870s and 1880s, horses were not animals apart from
human existence—but ones on whom people depended and with whom their bodies were
intertwined.120 Picturing equine suspension implied human elevation.

Linear Intersections
In Muybridge’s frames, these airborne entities inhabit singular images—
mobilizing a particular form of stillness that merits further analysis. While his
photographs are now situated within the broader category of chronophotography—a term
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coined by Marey and later associated with Muybridge’s imagery—the particular types of
“chronos” embedded in these pictures have not been fully scrutinized. His and Marey’s
photographs, for instance, contain radically different modes of stoppage—even if, and
perhaps especially because, they both pointed their cameras at the subject of motion.
Marey captured the full, sequential arc of a gesture in a single frame—tracking bodies
through the phases of a leap or the expanded stride of a run (Fig. 1.34). His bodies trace
their way, ghost-like, across the photographic stage. Their peripatetic corporeal
punctuation is nonetheless connected—individuated gestures composing a continuous
visual syntax; each position of the body remains part of an overall movement.
Muybridge’s photographs, however, present a series of singular stills. He
remained devoted to the medium of separate images throughout his career—resisting
Thomas Eakins’ advocacy of a single-lens method akin to Marey’s condensed capture of
movement.121 Even more significantly, Muybridge treated each of his photographs as a
distinct pictorial moment; rather than seeing the final plate as the “image,” he treated its
components as pictures with their own agency. Marta Braun has convincingly shown—
based upon an exhaustive inventory of recently-recovered Animal Locomotion
cyanotypes—that Muybridge’s commitment to the independence of singular frames
allowed him the flexibility to omit, repeat, and reorder individual images, approaching
them as far more subject to manipulation than has historically been recognized.122 In fact,
given how much liberty the photographer exhibited in reconfiguring his pictures—to
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produce what she terms “deceptively cohesive assemblages,” she asserts that “it
astonishes how often, both in publication and in exhibitions, they are seen or described as
time-spaced series and sequences,” which she deems a “misreading.”123 She interprets
Muybridge’s editorial approach as an inclination to value aesthetic standards over
scientific accuracy; this artistic license is driven, in Braun’s account, by a narrative
impulse—a desire to see the images work together as a fluid whole. I posit that this
transposition also indicates Muybridge’s willingness to think of his frames as discrete
entities to be shifted and rethought. Rather than fixed elements, the images become
somewhat flexible parts of a story that might operate more according to simultaneity than
sequence. Translated metaphorically to linear coordinates, this approach signifies an
openness to incursions of the vertical rather than a strict adherence to the logic of
horizontal continuity.
These intersections, once again, are not merely conceptual; orthogonal
intersections underwrite Muybridge’s compositional approach. The gridded platform with
which he worked renegotiates horizontal and vertical coordinates, and operates at
multiple scales. Not only demarcated on backdrops, but also forming the ultimate
arrangement of images into plates, his grids partly communicate sequence; by reading
from left to right, we witness the passage of time, or at least its suggestion. Nevertheless,
progression is not the only temporal register conveyed by these grids; their lattice
structure can also communicate simultaneity—as in the case of taxonomies. Such
presentations offer comparisons of synchronous material.
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One plate that highlights levitation, for instance, uses the grid to deny temporal
sequence (Fig. 1.35). As Gordon has observed, these images frustrate expectations—
because they do not grant us a logical succession of poses which could “explain” these
figures’ capacity to resist gravity.124 We do not see the men launch themselves into the
air; we encounter only their suspension within it. Seen from all angles, their bodies hover
suggestively, embodying seemingly impossible anti-gravitational feats. I do not think it a
coincidence that levitation would be treated with such an open-ended temporality. These
bodies’ repeated instantiations of verticality do not entirely align with a horizontal
ordering principle—so that this grid conveys simultaneity, rather than sequence. The
foundations of this compositional strategy appear in the earlier Attitudes of Animals in
Motion imagery, in which Muybridge was similarly willing to offer up sets of images that
do not adhere to chronological progression (Fig. 1.36). Moreover, not all of the early
plates that portray airborne choreography show their subjects landing back on the earth;
some finish on a frame in which the body remains enigmatically mid-air (e.g. Fig. 1.37).
Such a multiplicity of spatiotemporal registers runs counter to common
interpretations of the ways chronophotography accommodates stillness—which often, in
turn, get mapped unfairly onto Muybridge. For instance, artist Auguste Rodin—who
subscribed to Muybridge’s Animal Locomotion series and was himself a master at
sculpting bodies which seem to defy the downward pull of gravity—was nonetheless
critical of the stoppage manifest in instantaneous photographs; he is quoted as saying:
…it is the artist who is truthful and it is photography which lies, for in reality time
does not stop, and if the artist succeeds in producing the impression of a
movement which takes several moments for accomplishment, his word is
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certainly much less conventional than the scientific image, where time is abruptly
suspended.125
Rodin’s chosen temporal verb intensifies the primacy of that term within my exploration.
If time is suspended at a speed that exceeds human perception, he posits, its portrayal is
not true to our experience. Moreover, in his account, the problem with the stoppage
portrayed by chronophotography is that it reveals a form of time that doesn’t adhere to
artistic negotiations of the momentary—and is more aligned with scientific aspirations
toward exactitude. Rather than adhering to Gotthold Ephraim Lessing’s notion of a
“pregnant moment”—which distills extended events into a single pivotal scene—
instantaneous photography would seem to indiscriminately capture all moments.126
Philosopher Henri Bergson takes up similar themes, writing about instantaneous
photographs in his 1907 Creative Evolution. In a passage that many have read as an
indictment of Muybridge, Bergson writes:
Instantaneous photography isolates any moment; it puts them all in the same rank,
and thus the gallop of a horse spreads out for it into as many successive attitudes
as it wishes, instead of massing itself into a single attitude, which is supposed to
flash out in a privileged moment and to illuminate a whole period.127
Pulled out of context, this comment seems to be a polemical dismissal of instantaneous
photography. Yet, as Gunning has pointed out, subsequent authors almost always take
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Bergson’s interpretations too literally.128 Hornby, for instance, forcefully rejects the
possibility that Bergsonian time and Muybridge’s photographs can coexist.129
Even if we were to take Bergson’s words at face value and not consider them
within the broader context of his theory, this analysis fits more with Marey’s photographs
than it does Muybridge’s. Marey, after all, employed the method that insistently pictured
a series of regulated intervals onto one frame. While these images do yield a sense of
connection, they also serve to emphasize individuated gestures along the way. Earlier in
his chapter, Bergson uses Zeno’s paradox to express his frustration with such fragmented
formulations of time: “Take the flying arrow. At every moment, says Zeno, it is
motionless, for it cannot have time to move, that is, to occupy at least two successive
positions, unless at least two moments are allowed it… But the arrow never is in any
point of its course.”130 Visualizing this conundrum conjures a Marey image: an arc of
movement that is nevertheless a series of graduated stops.
If Muybridge had photographed Zeno’s arrow—itself an airborne object—he
would, of course, have yielded a series of still images as well, perhaps inviting Bergson’s
displeasure with the visual mechanisms at play. However, some elements of Muybridge’s
pictures still align with the philosopher’s thought—and furthermore, Bergson may have
used his photographic example to illustrate a point, without full consideration of specific
artists’ approaches. While Muybridge and Bergson undoubtedly communicate in different
modes, their distinction operates more at the level of dialect than language. Bergson’s
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philosophy, when mobilized by subsequent authors, is often whittled down and
oversimplified, so that his theory of duration is merely represented as advocating a
supreme continuum—a sense of flowing time which not only denigrates punctuated
instants, but somehow disallows their very imagining. This characterization is apt in so
far as Bergson challenges the spatialization of time—and goes so far as to say that such
visualizations are reductive. These formulations are inaccurate to our lived, embodied
experience, he writes, because
…in reality the body is changing form at every moment; or rather, there is no
form, since form is immobile and the reality is movement. What is real is the
continual change of form: form is only a snapshot view of a transition.131
It is movement that is fundamental to Bergson’s version of intuitive existence—and while
Muybridge surely pictured such motion, he did so in ways that compose “form” as
articulated by Bergson.
Nevertheless, the theory that launched the motion studies is itself a search for a
single, cohered instant, rather than a democratizing of any and all moments. If the
original impetus was to prove the existence of "unsupported transit”—or, gravity being
“for one moment suspended”—temporal selection is in fact embedded in the enterprise.
“Unsupported transit” functions as a type of “privileged instant” of the kind Bergson
espouses. When recounting his findings, Muybridge noted that the phase “without
support” demanded heightened attention: “this phase…more persistently than any other,
forces itself upon the attention of the careful observer, and conveys to him the impression
of a horse’s rapid motion in singular contradiction to the conventional interpretation.”132
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The adjective “singular” here works doubly—as a single captured moment and one that is
markedly significant. An 1889 cover of The Illustrated London News (Fig. 1.38) depicts
this centrality—aligning Muybridge with the iconic “flying” horse behind him; in a
bodily analogy, the angle of the photographer’s right arm echoes that of the horse’s
tucked frame.
Braun briefly recognizes the force of this imagery—offering a prescient
encapsulation that serves as a generative kernel for my inquiry. She reminds us that
Muybridge’s earliest motion studies did not aspire to be sequential series; instead they
“focus on the spectacular nature of the single frozen moment that only the camera can
capture—that instant in which the laws of gravity no longer seem to prevail.”133 With its
momentary levitational address, “unsupported transit” therefore epitomizes a selective,
spatialized instantaneity. Bergson’s duration is not pure continuation, a morass of
indistinguishable moments—but a simultaneity of past and present that can crystallize
into an ever-changing, but palpable, present. Muybridge’s photographic eye, too, derives
from mental and temporal selection—a measured discernment rather than dispersal.

Multiplicity
Moreover, the spatial registers of temporality play an important role in Bergson’s
thought process. However incomplete they might be as mechanisms for representing
experiential time, these visualizations can aid us, according to Bergson, in understanding
his conception of multiplicity. As Gilles Deleuze has identified, Bergson’s conception of
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multiplicity is perhaps more fundamental than his notion of duration.134 In fact, duration
can only exist as a result of multiplicity—because it is in the constant negotiation and
reconfiguration of pasts that the ever-fluctuating meaning of the present comes into view.
Slightly different forms of multiplicity underwrite Muybridge’s approach. The
photographer had an eye for the manifold long before he worked with twenty-four
cameras at the University of Pennsylvania. As was evident in his landscape imagery,
many of his first pictures were captured as stereographs—themselves an exercise in
imagistic duality born of the proximity between two cameras mimicking our two eyes;
these pictures serve as a constant reminder that our very mechanism for seeing—
binocular vision—is dependent on simultaneity.135 Muybridge’s participation in the
prevalent stereoscopic craze of the latter half of the nineteenth century meant that he was
accustomed to thinking of pictures in pairs—and that these optical doublings led to
volumetric vision.
Even within single compositions, Muybridge sought registers of multiplicity.
While in Central America on government assignment, he photographed La Union—El
Salvador (Fig. 1.39). Here, the bodies of soldiers become unanimous in their plurality—a
repetition emphasized by the framing of architecture that looms, linear and geometric,
above the men’s heads. Still, Muybridge has chosen to include the single man who is not
a part of the ranks standing in front—presumably an officer with the power to give orders
to the masses—along with an onlooker atop the balcony. With their gazes engaging our
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own, these men stand apart and activate an exchange with us—a reminder of an everoscillating dynamic between individual and collective. In pictures of twisting
somersaults—more direct correlates to the present analysis of images of suspension—
single bodies rotate mid-air, their elevated peregrinations countering the classically
lateral views that have come to be so associated with Muybridge and presaging his later
use of diverse camera angles (e.g. Fig. 1.1). Time, here—however much it presses
forward—does so in multiple directions; the temporal registers as spatial.
Muybridge would soon put these sensibilities to innovative photographic use—
conceiving both new applications for his medium of choice and novel methods of
capturing his imagery. In 1877, while in Palo Alto conducting the motion studies of
Stanford’s horses, Muybridge appeared before the Board of Supervisors in San Jose,
proposing to photographically copy the Santa Clara County records—anticipating the
modern Xerox machine, so that replication became a form of multiplicity.136 In the same
year, he began experimenting with various camera choreographies at the racetrack—
recognizing a capacity to not only capture a sequence of lateral views, but also a
collection of multiple angles at once. Attitudes of Animals in Motion includes a number of
“Foreshortenings” which presage his efforts in Animal Locomotion to produce
photography “in the round”—documenting the same subject from many positions so that
viewers could visually and imaginatively circumambulate (Fig. 1.40); in these images,
cameras yield a multiplicity of views—which in turn produce a mental kinesis on the part
of the viewer.
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“At the same instant of time”
This camera placement evidences another form of multiplicity which proves
fundamental to Muybridge: simultaneity is at the heart of his photographs, an inbuilt
principle that is requisite to their making. Again, even before he set up elaborate batteries
of offset cameras, his motion studies were derived from synchronicity—because of the
corporeal concomitance at the heart of “unsupported transit.” Establishing the initial
stakes of his experiments during a lecture at the Franklin Institute in Philadelphia,
Muybridge emphasized this temporality: “At this time much controversy prevailed… as
to whether all the feet of a horse while trotting were ever entirely clear of the ground at
the same instant of time.”137 In order to be deemed a significant bodily gesture, all four
limbs needed to be aloft simultaneously. Moreover, Muybridge’s phrase not only
emphasizes this at-once-ness, but also its instantaneity: the elusive equine posture is
ephemeral.
In order to capture the speed of the horse, then, photographic technology had to be
synchronized with its subject. This was not just a matter of taking an instantaneous
photograph, but of achieving concurrence—of the medium keeping pace with the animal.
Invoking the swiftness implied by Muybridge’s studio name, the shutters had to “fly”
along with the horse—operating, as so many period sources were intent to report, at
1/2000th of a second.138 In the first equine motion studies, this rapid convergence was
even physically manifest—as the horse’s, or the wheels of a sulky it led, hit the trip wire
that triggered the shutter’s release. Period newspaper accounts emphasize this equine
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agency; according to one 1878 description of the photographic set-up: “This arrangement
precluded all suspicion of mistakes, and insured accuracy which could not be questioned,
the horse took his own picture.”139 This verbiage renders the horse part photographer and
part subject—yielding a nineteenth-century incarnation of today’s “selfies,” which
operate according to the same principle of simultaneity.
While the human bodies careening through the air in Muybridge’s frames were
not capable of such self-portraits, their capture nevertheless pivots on forms of
concurrence. The later Animal Locomotion series, employing its diverse camera angles,
embeds this in every view—but the ways in which this temporality challenges sequential
narrative is especially apparent in the aforementioned levitational plate which joins a
circumambulatory approach with the portrayal of airborne bodies (Fig. 1.35). It is the fact
that all of the views exist at once that makes their uplift all the more intriguing; resisting
a singular, lateral narrative, their vertical poise exhibits a suspended multiplicity.

Suspended Moments
Muybridge’s photographs thus refigure simultaneity as an extensive and
expressive space—foreshadowing the lines of thought Albert Einstein was engaging just
as the photographer was in his final years, as well as prefiguring the phenomenon of
“simultanism” that marked much artistic production and cultural thought in the early
twentieth century. The suspension Muybridge made visible is not only a picturing of
bodies in the air; it materializes a form of stillness that is contingent on simultaneity and
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speed—a time that is deeply imbricated in the modern experience. The suspended
moments—and movements—that comprise Muybridge’s photographs define and
demonstrate a new temporal conception. His images are both the product of, and the
precursor to, the passage of time—but they themselves are between, a pictorial stillness
that is intertwined with momentum.
Narratives about stillness often posit this condition as a lack, a negation, or a
resistance. Situated as the binary other to motion, stillness takes up the charge of
containing what the kinetic cannot. Translated to the visual realm, such a dichotomized
approach would have us read all still images as lacking the motion that cinema provides.
While such a dyad certainly affects Muybridge’s work, its stark binarism leaves little
room for the various forms his stillness can take. When the register of suspension enters
the picture, temporal and spatial stoppage take on a new valence. Here, the terms of still
and moving are not opposed in a binary encounter, facing each other down on opposite
sides of an imagined colon. Suspension instead operates as that punctuation—neither
divided by dualism nor distanced from the interchange. Muybridge’s photography
introduces a type of third term—a mediating force and a liminal tissue of connection. His
suspension—a stillness captured so as to document speed—literally and figuratively
arises out of their intersection.
The form of vision granted by Muybridge’s images—a sight which exceeds
human sensorial capacities—did not, therefore, reveal just anything previously unseen.
The original privileged moment of “unsupported transit” renders a seemingly intractable
force of nature momentarily malleable. Gravity itself does not change, nor has it been
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vanquished. Within the picture, however, its ever-pulling orientation is temporarily
deferred—bringing photographic forces to bear in the struggle Souriau described. By
stilling a corporeal capacity to challenge gravity, Muybridge has made it not only visible
but pictorially sustained. The “interval of suspension”—an embodiment of gravity being
“for one moment suspended”—is here prolonged beyond the thousandth of a second in
which it occurred—as figures forever inhabit mid-air positions in photographic space.
Witnessing this corporeal release can, in turn, activate the imagination—the faculty
Tyndall cited as vital—instating new forms of bodily inscription. Beyond providing proof
of a theory, these photographs also picture a space of aesthetic and phenomenological
potential. Portraying “unsupported transit” not only showed the world a “flying” horse; it
posited a new form of time—not tethered by gravity, but opened by suspension.
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CHAPTER 2: Employing and Resisting Gravity in the “Aerial Gesture”
Imagine: you are holding a string with both hands. Stretch your arms out to either
side—expanding the reach of your body—and notice the string growing taut in your
grasp, becoming a horizontal line parallel to the floor. Now: drop it. Let it fall. Watch as
its straight form gives way, landing on the ground in a new composition of curves.
*

*

*

Marcel Duchamp did just this in 1913. In fact, he repeated it three times over—
with meter-long strings dropped from a height of one meter—and preserved the trio of
gravity-born lines. Materialized in the artwork 3 Standard Stoppages (Fig. 2.1), which
took a number of different forms, Duchamp’s action was generative.140 A key component
of his process—the manipulation and suspension of gravitational force—forms the heart
of this chapter, and was not unique to Duchamp. In 1916, Jean (Hans) Arp began creating
along the vertical axis as well—releasing pieces of paper into the air and letting them fall
to create collages, initiating a series of compositions that he titled as being “arranged
according to the laws of chance” (e.g. Fig. 2.2). Translating these gravity-induced acts to
a viscous medium at mid-century, Jackson Pollock and Helen Frankenthaler dripped,
flung, and poured paint while their canvas supports lay on the floor, waiting to receive
airborne pigment (e.g. Figs. 2.3 and 2.4).
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Duchamp told Katharine Kuh that 3 Standard Stoppages was the most important work of his oeuvre “as
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Each of these artistic interventions originates in a specific gesture—the drop.
Perhaps because this action is deceptively simple, its pivotal significance as a metaphoric
and material register of core modernist concerns has gone undetected. Modernism is
often charted as an extended inquiry into the limits and possibilities of authorial agency,
and a valorization of artistic process over product—with Duchamp traditionally situated
at the helm of such provocations, and Pollock’s drip paintings serving as an apex.
Echoing this arc, I contend that to artists intent on challenging and expanding the bounds
of artistic space—and its conceptual implications—gravitational manipulation served as a
succinct material means of navigating between control and its limits. While scholars have
selectively mentioned the role of gravity in relation to the four artists at the core of my
study, most frequently in Pollock’s case, the gesture employed to activate that force has
yet to be identified for its critical importance as a creative wellspring.141 I assert that this
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action is not only more complex and capacious than it may first appear, but also that it
reveals a new spatiotemporal relationship with the pictorial world—one not simply
transferred from the easel to the floor, but activated in the air. When artists hold materials
aloft, and release them, they welcome the input of the vertical axis, animating its creative
dialogue with the horizontal.
This chapter thus foregrounds a particular mode of making, offering a portrait of a
gesture as it is manifest by a discrete set of artists—an action that transcends the
biographies of those practitioners who mobilized its potential. My focus is the process
that binds their practice together—so that rather than an analysis of Duchamp, Arp,
Pollock, and Frankenthaler, per se, I propose an interpretation of an act that is typified in
the work of four figures, each of whom channeled gravity and its manipulation in distinct
and especially effective ways.142 While others play supporting roles in my narrative, this
quartet comprises my protagonists because they—and most notably their techniques—
have been identified as innovative, cast as changing the course of art history. Indeed, the
objects that run as arteries through this chapter are often deemed vital to the development

Gestaltung und Kunst, Zürich, 1999], 215-227). Most accounts of Arp do not mention the role of gravity in
his collages; one exception is a brief mention in a Museum of Modern Art object description: “Rather than
ordering the page according to his own design, he ceded control to the random hand of gravity…” (as
excerpted in the online catalogue entry: https://www.moma.org/collection/works/37013). Similarly,
Michael Schreyach contributes a thoughtful but very brief catalogue entry that addresses Frankenthaler’s
engagement with gravity in a single painting (see Michael Schreyach, “Helen Frankenthaler,” in Frederick
R. Weisman Art Foundation Collection [Los Angeles, Frederick R. Weisman Philanthropic Foundation,
2007], n.p.).
142
This analysis, moreover, is not meant as a comprehensive account of its four protagonists’ engagements
with gravity or the vertical axis. While, for instance, Pollock and Frankenthaler employed and manipulated
downward force in the majority of their work, Arp and Duchamp did so on more concentrated occasions.
This does not lessen the impact of the latter two artists’ contributions; a practice need not be pervasive to be
prominent.
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of Euro-American modernism.143 By selecting artists and artworks with such heightened
charge, I seek to restore gravity’s centrality to their stories. If these objects came about
through a gesture that depends upon—yet also fundamentally challenges—gravitational
force, then its influence on modern art is not only crucial, but formative.
Gravity is often presented as a force that delimits our agency, introducing an
aleatory element to which we must cede control. As I aim to demonstrate, however, the
gesture of a drop—as a mobilization and interruption of its downward pull—can
simultaneously be a space to exert creative influence. This act harnesses two pivotal
moments that are within an artist’s power to affect: the point at and from which they let
go of their medium in the air, causing it to fall—and, in turn, the instant of contact
between that material and the floor. Each of these is an intersection between horizontal
and vertical axes, a balance of forces during which gravity is at once employed and
subverted. Such critical junctures show the consequences of challenging the “law” of
gravitation. With the rise of scientific understandings that placed the world in dynamic
flux—notably Albert Einstein’s radical re-envisioning of Newtonian physics—even
gravity seemed more malleable—a context that directly influenced Duchamp’s practice,
and inflected the cultural milieu in which Arp, Frankenthaler, and Pollock operated as
well.144 I posit that Duchamp’s trio of fallen strings—an iconic instance of reformulated
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“standards” and overturned assumptions—typifies a new relationship with gravity. This
artistic intervention demonstrates that to drop materials is not just to succumb to gravity’s
whims, but also to actively suspend its force.
Engaging with gravity as a medium opens the vertical axis as a site of aesthetic
potential and embodied engagement. By utilizing its linear extensive possibilities—above
the artistic and earthen ground—practitioners reoriented their bodies relative to the
pictorial realm. They practiced what Barbara Rose termed the “aerial gesture”—a phrase
she used to describe Pollock’s painting methods and which I adopt and expand as a
descriptor for the mode of making that I take as my subject.145 Whereas traditional
perspectival pictures extend beyond themselves horizontally, expanding the imagined
depth of our view, artworks made from the air turn that relation ninety degrees. The
pictorial surface becomes a pause along a vertical trajectory—one initiated by the release
of materials in the air which only stop falling because they collide with a horizontal
plane. The resultant object is therefore a document of cessation—calling forth the process
that gave it form.
Once upturned to meet the wall for display, artworks made by dropping, dripping,
and pouring invite curiosity about how they came to be—as they are products of an

to gravitational force have been published recently; see, for example, A. Zee, On Gravity: A Brief Tour of a
Weighty Subject (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2018); Richard Panek, The Trouble with Gravity:
Solving the Mystery Beneath our Feet (New York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2019); Brian Clegg,
Gravity: How the Weakest Force in the Universe Shaped Our Lives (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2012);
David Darling, Gravity’s Arc: The Story of Gravity, from Aristotle to Einstein and Beyond (Hoboken, NJ:
John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2006); and Timothy Clifton, Gravity: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford, UK:
Oxford University Press, 2017).
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Barbara Rose, “Jackson Pollock at Work: An Interview with Lee Krasner (Partisan Review),” as
reprinted in Jackson Pollock: Interviews, Articles, and Reviews, ed. Pepe Karmel (New York: The Museum
of Modern Art, 1999), 45.
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“aerial gesture” whose final effects are visible, but the mechanics of which we must
reconstruct in our mind’s eye. Because they make malleable a seemingly inexorable
force, their mode of doing so captures our interest; urging us to envision how they were
made, these objects evoke a “gravitational imagination.” What they document, and
conjure, is a gesture that both activates and interrupts gravity’s pull—mobilizing
suspension as a creative source.

Chance: Gravity
Because gravity eludes human mastery, soliciting its assistance involves
relinquishing an element of control. Existing accounts of works made along the vertical
axis—whether through the dropping, dripping, or pouring of a medium—therefore tend
to focus on the ways their creators introduce chance into the artistic equation. Inviting the
aleatory into the proverbial studio signals a willingness to unsettle authorial agency and
approach process as a form of discovery rather than a plotted course. There are, after all,
no preparatory sketches that could fully choreograph how materials will fall or what
visual effect their landing will have.
It is in this spirit that scholars almost invariably employ the term “chance” when
discussing my focal artists’ approaches. In the aptly-titled Duchamp and the Aesthetics of
Chance: Art as Experiment, Herbert Molderings calls 3 Standard Stoppages a
“constituent point of reference” in accounts of the aleatory arts.146 As a case in point,
Fluxus artist George Brecht’s 1957 essay “Chance-Imagery” crowns Duchamp’s gesture
“the pioneer work… the first explicit use of chance for the creation of an affective
146
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image.”147 Brecht explores the ways in which chance can yield artworks that have the
power to affect rather than simply being effects of unknown causes—and his
identification of such objects pivots around not just Duchamp, but also Pollock and Arp
as key forebears. Calling the Abstract Expressionist painter “a focal point in
development,” Brecht writes: “Never before Pollock were chance processes used with
such primacy, consistency and integrity, as valuable sources of affective imagery.”148 In a
museum context, the same trio was prominent in the Philadelphia Institute of
Contemporary Art’s 1970 exhibition Against Order: Chance and Art, which the curators
claimed was the first to take on the subject.149 Even today, all three are almost always
referenced in surveys of aleatory artistic pursuits.150 While Frankenthaler is not quite as
staple an ingredient of such narratives, her process, as my analysis aims to show, engages
similar core themes.
Regardless of the identified protagonists, these accounts rarely acknowledge the
gravitational form of the chance being deployed.151 In fact, gravity is often an unnamed
conveyor of chance—to the extent that the two terms almost become coded as
synonymous. Arp’s suggestive titles, for instance, do not state that the primary conduit
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for the “chance” that did the “arranging” was gravitational pull.152 However focused he
may have been on broader aleatory implications, he recognized that one means of
introducing them was gravity—but that elision went unmentioned. Even the flip of a
coin—perhaps the most prosaic example of enlisting chance as an arbiter—depends
fundamentally on gravity. What we deem to be “left up to chance” hinges precisely upon
that operative orientational preposition: when we throw a coin up in the air, we know that
it will come back down—because of gravity—but we are not sure precisely how. We wait
as the metal disc flips along a vertical trajectory, hoping for heads or tails.
Channeling the dynamics of another throw, Stéphane Mallarmé penned the oftcited “Un Coup de dés jamais n’abolira le hasard [A Toss of Dice Will Never Abolish
Chance]” in 1897. Robert Pincus-Witten notes about the poem:
At first, the meaning of the title…conveys the strong impression that chance or
hazard is a life-constituent which is always with us, to which we are ever subject
and from which we are never free… Yet, on second thought, the poem’s central
contention that a toss of dice will never abolish chance suggests nonetheless that
chance may be abolished, only not through the means of chance.153
Even aleatory elements of our world that are seemingly beyond our control can indeed be
malleable. This flexibility is perhaps less apparent because chance is often confused with
randomness—which is commonly employed as a method to eliminate bias. But unlike a
tool such as a random number generator, chance merely introduces unforeseen effects,
rather than removing preference. Both surely loosen the clutch of authorial influence, but
chance can be manipulated—particularly in its guise as gravity—whereas randomness
152
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implies complete surrender. Pincus-Witten’s observations thus resonate with my focal
artists’ approaches to gravity: like the aleatory framework with which it is intertwined,
gravitational pull may at first appear beyond human grasp, but emerges as a force to be
harnessed.
If, as Brecht asserted, “chance became an underlying principle of our world-view”
by the first quarter of the twentieth century, it follows that gravity would increasingly be
embraced for its capacity to physically convey this foundational mode.154 Indeed, for
August Strindberg—whose 1894 article “On Chance in Artistic Creation” is often
credited as the first treatise on aleatory aesthetics—natural rhythms, in all of their chanceimbuing potential, provide a welcome balance to human tendencies toward rationality.
He calls for artists to “[i]mitate nature in an approximate way; imitate in particular
nature’s way of creating!”155 Mimicking rather than mitigating natural processes is, in
Strindberg’s view, a mechanism to ignite the imagination. We might think, here, of
naturalist James Bell Pettigrew, whose impulse to emulate animals’ movements so as to
open up the potential of so-called “mobile air” featured in my first chapter. Nature’s
creatures and creative processes again serve as fodder for innovation.
For Strindberg, this inspiration arises because chance allows that which has
seemed static to move again, to develop after it had seemed barren. When faced with the
unanticipated, we are opened to new perspectives and possibilities. In Strindberg’s
words: “But what is it? It is this initial question that provides the first thrill. You are
forced to search, to conquer; and nothing is more pleasant than having your imagination
154
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set in motion.”156 If the natural force of gravity serves to introduce unknowns of this
kind, it lessens the capacity to plan all elements of one’s process—and this lack of
knowing can be freeing. Perhaps, in a modern world increasingly subject to the
unforeseen, conceiving of chance variables as mollifying held appeal.
While my aims in this chapter are less tied to social art historical analyses—partly
because my subject is a broader process rather than an in-depth investigation of particular
artists’ contexts—the sociopolitical conditions under which the “aerial gesture” came to
flourish surely inform its appeal to the artists who chose to employ it. The period between
when Duchamp first dropped his strings and the Space Age context in which Pollock and
Frankenthaler poured their paint is unquestionably one of poignant and world-altering
global displays of power—or lack thereof; two World Wars and their devastating effects,
regime changes that saw “rises” and “falls” of both demagogues and democracies, and
the mass displacements of people fleeing these realities are just some of the elements of
the modern world that caused an era of upheaval.157 An artistic gesture that
metaphorically and materially crystallizes these large-scale interventions and impacts can
serve as a succinct synecdoche of this originary context—thematizing tested limits. As
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Harold Rosenberg observed, writing in 1972, just a few years after the period
encompassed by this dissertation:
The uncertain nature of art is not without its advantages. It leads to experiment
and to constant questioning. Much of the best art of this century belongs to a
visual debate about what art is. Given the changing nature of twentieth century
reality and the unbroken series of upheavals into which the world has been
plunged since World War I, it was inevitable that the processes of creation should
have become detached from fixed forms and be compelled to improvise new ones
from whatever lies ready at hand.158
What was “ready” to the artists at the core of this study was gravity—an omnipresent yet
invisible force whose influence they could wield in their hands, and whose effects they
could concretize. The “aerial gesture” held creative potential because of how it
simultaneously relinquished and reformulated conceptions of control—not as a simple
surrender to chance, but as an assertion of a kind of tempered choice.

Chance: Choice—“Whether to ‘make the picture’ or ‘let it happen’”
What happens when aleatory elements are consciously employed? Whereas the
drop is typically taken for granted as an intercession of chance, I emphasize its
simultaneous position as a conduit of choice. Margaret Iversen, in “The Aesthetics of
Chance,” asserts that “Jackson Pollock let paint fall, but his drip technique cannot be
called a chance procedure.”159 In order for her to grant an artwork that designation, its
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creator must at least seem to cede power over their process. Though Iversen recognizes
that not all gestures which appear to be aleatory are in fact without authorial intervention,
the very premise of her category assumes that chance must seem to overtake a
“procedure” in order to be present. As Dario Gamboni rightly observes, most accounts
insist upon this stark dichotomy between chance and choice—an “all-or-none” principle
in which chance either dictates composition or is ostensibly eradicated; the reality,
though, is that most creative production embraces aspects of both.160 I therefore aim to
foreground a middle category of artworks—made by practitioners who cannily embrace
the gray area between choice and chance. I would contend, for instance, that Pollock’s
method does involve “chance procedures” differently conceived, in which the aleatory
potential of gravitational force is applied with purpose; the same could be said of
Duchamp, Arp, and Frankenthaler. These figures exemplify a category of artistic practice
in which a binary between choice and chance is renounced.
Dropping materials inherently involves deciding how to respond to, and perhaps
channel, that which seems to elude human influence. To this end, Pollock asserted that
“with experience—it seems possible to control the flow of the paint, to a great extent”
and therefore that he didn’t “use the accident.”161 In a longer passage of notes, the artist
crystallized these sentiments with the phrase, “total control—————denial of the

unexpected effect is due to gravitational force or subconscious impulses, its appearance in an artwork
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accident…”162 However renegade his methods, he maintained that they were always
within his grasp. Unlike Pollock’s eschewal of chance incursions, Duchamp embraced
their possibilities. He described the “great experience” of developing 3 Standard
Stoppages: “The idea of letting a piece of thread fall on a canvas was accidental, but from
this accident came a carefully planned work. Most important was accepting and
recognizing this accidental stimulation. Many of my highly organized works were
initially suggested by just such chance encounters.”163 Duchamp welcomed the ways in
which a drop could hold both the unforeseen and the potential for future planning. In this
way, the same gesture—the release of materials into the air—can be coded as an
expression of ceding as well as asserting control.
Even as Duchamp relished the role of chance in his aesthetic production, his
gestures are contingent on the significance of choice—reifying the logic that an artist’s
selection is a formative action unto itself. Most famously, in deciding which objects
would become his ready-mades, he endowed them with meaning through his
discernment.164 In a similar spirit, many surmise that 3 Standard Stoppages was in fact
achieved by dropping more than a trio of strings—so that Duchamp released however
many were necessary to get satisfactory results, from which he then chose.165 Likewise,
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many accounts of Arp’s collages question the extent to which he really gave over the
process fully to “chance”—because the paper squares are often far too precisely placed in
grid-like order to believably appear dropped.166 These doubts imply that repeated drops
or a subsequent re-arranging of paper on the ground would somehow constitute cheating
or negate the role of the unexpected. But why must such an intervention necessarily be an
all-or-nothing proposition? Is it not a kind of collaboration with gravity for both artists to
allow that force to do its work and then to respond—to shape their compositions in
dialogue with its expression? Aligned with Eric Robertson, who astutely observes that we
can assume both Duchamp and Arp “employed a combination of chance and conscious
control,” I surmise that both artists recognized gravity’s capacity to participate in their
processes, but nevertheless wanted to interact with the results—to make a choice about
the extent to which aleatory forces determined the course of their artworks.167 Even Arp’s
phrase “arranged according to the laws of chance” does not necessarily convey that he
intended to fully grant chance authorial agency. “Arranged” implies a sense of purposeful
choreography, and “according to” can very well indicate instructive direction as opposed
to strict adherence. To both him and Duchamp, the drop may have functioned as a kind of
suggestion—a method of seeing one potential outcome that could either be accepted as-is
or altered after the fact.
Frankenthaler recognized a similar oscillatory aspect of the creative process,
saying, “while I might give the opening direction, the painting, as it progresses through
analysis: he selected from random results” (in Molderings, Duchamp and the Aesthetics of Chance: Art as
Experiment, 72).
166
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my mind and body, determines its own journey to completion.”168 In a work such as
Mountains and Sea (Fig. 2.4), for instance, we can trace the echoes of such instruction
and evolution: poured paint, though released by way of an “opening direction” and
accompanying drawn and demarcated lines, then appears to have taken on a life of its
own—dispersing droplets and pools of pigment into and across the canvas. Artworks are
not always granted so much of their own agency, however. Articulating the process in
more temporally-inflected terms, Frankenthaler noted:
often there’s a moment when all frequencies are right and it hits. But in making a
picture, very often from the ‘hitting point’ on, you can pursue that moment and
follow it with a whole aesthetic vocabulary. One produces the moment and hopes
to have the ability to let that moment guide from there. You guide it and it guides
you. Every picture—somewhat of an experiment.169
While the term “experiment” can conjure a scientific context—a valence Duchamp more
directly manipulated—all art processes partly embrace the logic of testing theories and
introducing variables to manifest results which cannot always be predicted.170 Embedded
in an essay about Frankenthaler’s production, Frank O’Hara observed more broadly:
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“One of the crucial decisions for the contemporary artist, representing a great conflict in
temperament, is the very question of conscious composition, whether to ‘make the
picture’ or ‘let it happen.’”171 Works made in the air incorporate an even greater degree
of this navigation, as they channel gravity’s capricious influence. Still, as O’Hara’s and
Frankenthaler’s comments attest, producing art on a vertical axis is not always merely a
submission, but also a choice—a strategic engagement with natural forces.

Process—“Inside the gesture with which it was made”
Though all artworks are the physical evidence of decisions, those made in
dialogue with gravity more markedly invite us to envision their making. By putting
pressure on the limits of creative choices, they seem almost to take process as their
subject. Whereas many artwork descriptions foreground visual analysis, the words
associated with these objects tend more toward recounting the ways they were made.
Even in the absence of any expository context, Arp’s titles coax viewers to wonder how
“chance” could be a determinant source of “arrangement.” Moreover, while his
compositions might appear similar to more traditionally-made collages that are produced
by directly placing material onto a surface, his chosen moniker invites us to interrogate
the “arranging” that brought them into being. Duchamp’s work, too—opaque without the

171
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benefit of explication—turns on an explanation of how it came to be. A commentary on 3
Standard Stoppages from the Museum of Modern Art, for instance, begins:
To make 3 Standard Stoppages, Marcel Duchamp dropped three one-meter-long
threads from the height of one meter onto three canvas strips. The threads were
then adhered to the canvases, preserving the random curves they had assumed
upon landing. Cut along the profiles of each fallen thread, the canvases served as
templates for three draftsman’s straightedges—wood tools that retain the length of
the meter but paradoxically “standardize” the accidental curve.172
The text reads a bit more like a recipe for producing the objects than an interpretation of
their aesthetic impact. As we look at the curvilinear strings and the cut-out wooden
measures, we are prompted to imagine the act of making them, not to contemplate their
visual effects. At the very least, in order to proceed to such interpretation, we must first
comprehend what we are looking at—which necessitates understanding how the objects
were created. This invitation to envision making can have embodied as well as
intellectual effects. In Frankenthaler’s liquid-born surfaces, Jack Flam observes:
the process of looking to some degree reflects the process of making. You are
required to move up and back while regarding the picture, almost as you imagine
the artist did while painting it. And in doing so, you become all the more aware of
the degree to which looking is a process, in which you are frequently thrown off
balance, are not quite sure of what the next move of your own eyes will be—
almost as if you are reenacting the process of give and take that went into the
creation of the image before you.173
Encountering these pictorial color worlds conjures the physicality of making and can
even impact our sensation of “balance,” a markedly gravitational formulation. Flam
continues: “Sometimes when your mind enters the picture space, you feel that you are
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literally moving along with the flow of the paint, that you are somehow inside the gesture
with which it was made.”174
In Duchamp’s case, to be “inside the gesture” implied a displacement of the
traditionally-conceived “finished” artwork. His embrace of the so-called “ideatic”
prioritized the conceptual processes invoked by an object—because as he put it, “I was
interested in ideas—not merely in visual products.”175 3 Standard Stoppages internalizes
and materializes this re-ordered hierarchy. Considering his entire career as a kind of
artistic process, Duchamp described the work as his “most important” for the role it
played in his subsequent development, saying: “In itself it was not an important work of
art, but for me it opened the way—the way to escape from those traditional methods of
expression long associated with art.”176 If the importance lies in what 3 Standard
Stoppages made possible, it “in itself” is a testament to unfolding—scrambling the value
systems by which art objects are assigned meaning.
Frankenthaler and Pollock, meanwhile, are referred to as the “inventors” of the
“soak-stain” and “drip” painting techniques, respectively; process is deemed the source of
their contributions.177 Both artists’ methods were initiated from above, with Pollock’s
paint often released directly from the can or tools that sent viscous streams downward to
meet primed canvas, while Frankenthaler’s more flowing pours of diluted paint soaked
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into raw canvas below. The resulting artworks are often interpreted as evidence of these
radical modes—so that the way in which they were made is key to their impact. Indeed,
Frankenthaler once reflected: “The history of painting demonstrates that the application
of paint can become the subject.”178 As an artist whose distinctive facture has come to
define her, she was well-poised to make such an observation. Significantly, rather than
comment upon the effect of a painting’s surface, Frankenthaler noted that it is the act of
applying paint which can be granted stature as content. Whether her “soak-stain” or
Pollock’s “drip,” the ways in which both artists devised a transfer of pigment to surface
registered as substantive.
This form of process isn’t merely a set of decisions, but a series of actions and
interactions between artist and material. It is in this spirit that Duchamp referred to 3
Standard Stoppages as “a first gesture [emphasis mine] liberating me from the past.”179
More broadly, he used the term when noting that he aimed to redefine artistic work so
that “It was not just to do a painting, it was to make a gesture in life that was just as
aesthetic as a painting.”180 Gesture is a multifaceted term; it can signal a movement of the
body—but that kinetic physicality is fundamentally relational. We gesture toward an
idea, even when using the word in a figurative sense. When a friend reaches out with an
expression of care, we express gratitude for their kind gesture—the connectivity they
have affirmed between us as people. Artistic mobilizations of the term connote
178
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interaction between a maker and their materials; a gesture is a conduit of action—an
exchange that renders artworks less inert and more involved.
As a portrait of one such aesthetic mediation, this chapter charts the series of
engagements and intersections that stem from it. The following analysis will trace the
course of the “aerial gesture,” beginning from the moment when material is held in an
artist’s hands, suspended, to when it is released, falls, and lands—and ending when that
same process is imaginatively reconstructed in our minds as we encounter the objects that
were born of it. Dissecting these stages more thoroughly foregrounds how artists can
manipulate and utilize the gesture’s potential—and the ways their choices about how to
do so yield different results.

SUSPEND: Holding “Gravitational Potential Energy”
Before an object can be dropped, it has to be held up in the air. In an iconic if
perhaps apocryphal episode of gravitational history, Galileo Galilei climbed the Leaning
Tower of Pisa and raised two spheres aloft before releasing them to the vicissitudes of
gravity. When so poised—as was the imaginary string in your hands at this chapter’s
opening—an object contains what physicists term “gravitational potential energy.” Its
capacity to move, its possible momentum, is held in abeyance by a suspension of force.181
The period of decision-making when artists engage with this potential—holding its
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compositional influence in their minds, and physically in their hands—is ripe with
creative agency.
Even without explicitly identifying this energy, artists inevitably harness it at the
outset of any drop, which shifts their physical engagement with materials. In describing
Mountains and Sea (1952) (Fig. 2.4)—considered the canvas birthplace of her “soakstain” technique—Frankenthaler noted that “the landscapes were in my arms as I did
it.”182 Whereas narratives of the painterly process often refer to the artist’s “hand,”
implying a more proximate limb and the role of its subtle and exacting gestures, the arms
invite broader gesticulating movements—spanning more distance than what a hand or
wrist could affect. Even for something to be “at arms’ length,” figuratively, is for it to be
at a certain kind of remove from intimacy. In Frankenthaler’s description, the arms are
the vessel for her artistic content—calling forth corporeal forms of measurement such as
the ancient “cubit” (approximately equal to the length of a forearm) or Leonardo’s
visualization of the Vitruvian man. Frankenthaler later elaborated, saying of her process:
The approach took painting literally off the easel, so that instead of dealing headon with four sides and four corners, you felt the boundaries of the canvas, the
scale of it, were endless—that thrust of shoulder as compared to wrist alone and
zeroing in and telescoping was nothing compared to this sweep of handling the
method and material in a different way.183
Not only does the mobilization of these limbs imply expanded movement, but it
incorporates a different spatial relation between the artists’ bodies and the pictorial
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surface on which they worked. Arms’ length becomes a measure not of horizontal “headon” distance, but a variable that is subject to vertical manipulation.184
When artists prepare to drop their materials, they are physically above the
surfaces onto which those mediums will fall. Some photographs of Pollock at work
exaggerate this point, as they are almost aerial views—granting us a more expansive and
elevated perspective than even the painter had (Fig. 2.5). Meanwhile, photographs and
accounts of Frankenthaler in her studio at times involve her climbing onto chairs and
ladders in order to better take in the compositions beneath her (Fig. 2.6).185 What such
images thematize is the role of height, operating partly according to a sensibility Kirk
Varnedoe identified as an “overview” in modern art—which conjures engagement from
above and thus “demand[s] a symbolic rethinking of the basic process of conceiving a
picture in relation to the viewer.”186
Whereas Duchamp measured the distance of his drop, none of the other artists I
analyze dictated particular elevations from which to begin their works. This lack of preordained height should not, however, be misinterpreted as an omission of intentionality.
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Each artist surely manipulated the positions from which their gestures commenced.187
Documentation of Frankenthaler and Pollock working portrays how the altitudes from
which they released paint varied, and appear strategic. In such photographs, at times
Pollock stands upright, his body far enough from the canvas that poured pigment would
have to travel quite a distance from his tool to the ground (Fig. 2.7), while in other
moments he crouches near his composition, the paint only falling a short way (Fig. 2.8).
Frankenthaler’s method is often less emphatic and distanced—a subtle pour from a more
proximate position (Fig. 2.9)—and can even be followed by manipulation of the medium
as it melds with the canvas below—so that we do see her making some physical contact
with the surface after an initial pour (Fig. 2.10).188 Regardless, these canvases’ spatial
parameters are set from above, by the reach of their makers’ bodies.

RELEASE: Drop
When holding gravitational potential energy in their hands as they lift materials
above the ground, artists have the capacity to influence the course of an imminent fall.
The fundamental act crystallizing this transfer—from potential to kinetic energy—is the
drop. As it may seem a quotidian or accidental gesture, its relevance in creative
production is under-recognized. With the exception of an artist collective who briefly
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developed a concept of “drop art” in 1961, this gravity-based action—and its role as a
calculated form of creative latitude—have rarely been foregrounded.189
Dropping simultaneously conjures production and destruction, so that artists who
utilize the gesture channel both principles.190 When a glass slips from a hand and shatters
on the ground, or in the far more sinister and violent act of dropping bombs, the act
destroys—a valence contemporary artist Ai Weiwei mobilized in his provocative
Dropping a Han-Dynasty Urn (1995) (Fig. 2.11).191 In an opposite register, performing
artists “drop” new releases—using the verb to denote sharing their creations with the
world. Songs or albums are “released” only when they are deemed finished by their
makers—so that an audience can enjoy them once they are “out of the artists’ hands.”
Such embodied terms are no accident; we relate physically to the process of creative
production. Yet for the visual artists I analyze, the drop is the origin of the work rather
than a signal of its completion.
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Duchamp’s act of dropping materializes this paradoxical simultaneity of creation
and destruction. His written “Idea of Fabrication” for 3 Standard Stoppages outlines:
If a straight horizontal thread one meter long falls from a height of one meter on
to a horizontal plane distorting itself as it pleases and creates a new shape of the
measure of length.— 3 patterns obtained in more or less similar conditions:
considered in relation to one another they are an approximate reconstitution of
the measure of length.192
His drop is specifically-determined—a result of calculated choices. At the critical
moment of release, the standard meter is at once on the verge of being “distorted” as well
as “reconstituted;” the drop allows its potential to emerge.193 Here, the double meaning of
“stoppage” is operative: in French, the term denotes not only a cessation but also a
tailor’s “invisible mend” with thread.194
Arp’s paper drops similarly refigure the gesture of discarding—so that the cliché
of the displeased creator who tears up their work and tosses unworthy drafts in

192

Duchamp, “The Idea of Fabrication,” note from The Box of 1914, Philadelphia Museum of Art, Gift of
Alexina Duchamp, 1991; translation quoted from Michael Sanouillet and Elmer Peterson, eds., Salt Seller:
The Essential Writings of Marcel Duchamp (London: Thames and Hudson, 1975), 22.
193
The “meter,” through Duchamp’s newfound “standardization,” points toward the ways in which systems
of metric measurement are sourced from the curvature of the earth which has been straightened in order to
yield a “standard;” in this way, Duchamp’s meters are at once “diminished” and returned to an
approximation of their curvilinear origin. I am indebted to Dalia Judovitz for her reading of this oscillation
between curvature and straightness—and the ways it reframes Duchamp’s notions of “standardization” and
“correcting.” As she writes: “Not only does Three Standard Stoppages distort the length of the meter
through curvature but in doing so, it demonstrates the recognition that the meter itself as a unit of length is
generated through approximation: the straightening out, as it were, of a curved meridian. Duchamp sets the
viewer straight by graphically showing that the authority of the meter as a measuring device relies upon
distortions that he corrects through chance operations.” In Unpacking Duchamp: Art in Transit (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1995)—ebook:
https://publishing.cdlib.org/ucpressebooks/view?docId=ft3w1005ft&chunk.id=d0e967&toc.depth=1&toc.i
d=0&brand=ucpress.
194
For a compelling discussion of the multiple implications of this title, see Molderings, Duchamp and the
Aesthetics of Chance, 75-77. It should also be noted that the gesture of sewing plays a role in the
fabrication of 3 Standard Stoppages, as the strings are sewn to the backs of their respective canvases—with
what could be conceived as their own “invisible mends.”

81

exasperation is reimagined; a release in the air allowed Arp to invent anew.195 In fact,
according to recollections by his colleague Hans Richter, the source of this compositional
method was just such a moment when, frustrated with one of his drawings, Arp
finally tore it up, and let the pieces flutter to the floor of his studio…Some time
later he happened to notice these same scraps of paper as they lay on the floor,
and was struck by the pattern they formed…Chance movements of his hand and
of the fluttering scraps of paper had achieved what all his efforts had failed to
achieve… He accepted this challenge from chance as a decision of fate and
carefully pasted the scraps down in the pattern which chance had determined.196
Even if Richter’s narrative is prone to a degree of retroactive invention, the very fact that
such an origin story would be compelling is significant.197 As Arp would later recount,
this series of collages underwent their own evolution with respect to the intertwining of
creation and destruction. Whereas earlier compositions had often been made with
precisely cut paper, many of these works suffered significant material damage while
stored in Arp’s home; at first dismayed by this degradation, the artist ultimately embraced
the ways it opened his process, so that later collages include torn organic shapes which
more wholeheartedly accept their own vulnerability (Fig. 2.12).198 Though the destruction
which impacted the series is material decay, perhaps Arp was more willing to invite such
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a different valence into the later works because the very gesture by which they were
made could accommodate such a connotative spectrum.

RELEASE: Drip
Translated to liquid, a drop can become a drip—the release of fluid into a stoccato
of so-called droplets. Whereas the broader drop has largely been overlooked as an artistic
gesture, its dripped subcategory has garnered more attention. Natilee Harren observes
that this symbol of fluid action almost became a synecdoche for avant-garde modernism
in the 1950s—largely thanks to Pollock’s exploration of its possibilities—but that it soon
therefore “came off as rote.”199 Douglas Kahn elaborates, saying, “In painting, it was so
hip to drip by the end of the 1950s that it eventually became annoying.”200 By 1960,
Andy Warhol—with characteristic cheekiness—exclaimed to art dealer Ivan Karp: “You
must drip!…It means that you’re an artist if you drip.”201 Even if through exaggeration
and humor, Warhol’s observation indicates that creative identity could be bestowed
simply through the act of dripping; the process conveyed status.
Harnessing this clichéd nature of the gesture, Roy Lichtenstein’s Brushstroke
series—which parodies the emphatic paint application popularized by the Abstract
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Expressionists—also includes some conspicuous dripping, as in Brushstroke with Spatter
(1966) (Fig. 2.13). Blue pigment charts diagonal momentum across the surface,
contrasted with exaggerated yellow brushstrokes and surrounded by the artist’s signature
Ben Day dots. The juxtaposition of these pigmented forms—the dot and the drip in
particular—renders the latter more organic, emphasizing the distinction between such
gravity-bound liquid and the simulacra of mechanically-produced marks.
Still, even as the drip is a trite emblem of modernism—its clear affinity with, and
source in, the force of gravity has been curiously under-studied. One impact of that
omission is a focus on the gesture largely through its visually-recorded aftermath; it is
analyzed for its effects rather than as an active form. Even in Lichtenstein’s painting,
drips are visible only in the way they left their mark, in the wake of whatever originated
them or acted upon them as they fell. One of Harold Edgerton’s photographs—often
deemed transformative for its capacity to show us the otherwise-unseen—pictures this
very linear trajectory, capturing not just the moment of contact between liquid and
surface, but suspending milk droplets in mid-air (Fig. 2.14).202 Here, a drip is pictured in
the present tense; rather than fallen liquid, we see it falling.
Brecht, in addition to writing about aleatory arts, dramatized this descent—
turning it into one of the “event scores” that characterized his practice. He outlined his
Drip Music (Drip Event) (1959-62) (Fig. 2.15), as follows:
For single or multiple performance.
A source of dripping water and an empty vessel are
202
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arranged so that the water falls into the vessel.
Second version:

Dripping.

While it is the contact between droplets and a receptacle that yields the sound—the titular
music—audiences first watch the drips fall before they manifest this audible interaction.
As documentary photographs of performances indicate, those who have produced the
work often do so from a height, adding the apparatus of a ladder to the ingredients of the
work, much in the way Frankenthaler mounted a chair to engage her painting from above
(e.g. Fig. 2.16). This inclusion foregrounds the role of the air as the site of dripping—the
space in which liquid traces a vertical trajectory.
The correlation between this performance and Pollock’s innovative painting
methods is intentional. Brecht directly cited his Abstract Expressionist colleague’s
painting as both source and content in his notebooks, writing: “The second version of
Drip Music includes the Pollock paintings of ca. 1947–51.”203 By claiming to “include”
these works, Brecht not only calls Pollock to mind, but purports to distill his gesture. As
numerous scholars have pointed out, though, many of Pollock’s paintings are not, strictly
speaking, “dripped” so much as poured or flung—thrown or flicked in arcs to meet the
canvas. Flung paint, like its dripped counterpart, has freighted art historical associations.
When John Ruskin famously derided James Abbott McNeill Whistler’s Nocturne in
Black and Gold—Falling Rocket (1875) (Fig. 2.17) as “flinging a pot of paint in the
public’s face,” the descriptor was intended as a scathing criticism; “flinging” here implies
careless, unmeasured action, surely opposed to the refined process of producing fine
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art.204 Intriguingly, the subject of this infamous canvas is itself falling material: however
illegible it may have appeared to its first viewers, the painting depicts the ephemeral
airborne event of a fireworks display. Fireworks—pigmented sparks falling through the
air—are themselves a kind of flung material, elevating and then pouring light
downward.205 That Ruskin’s criticism used the language of airborne phenomena is a
fitting irony.

RELEASE: Pour
Materials’ release into the air through these means—whether dropped, dripped, or
flung—thus often conjures unpredictability. One other method, the pour, connotes more
control. Whereas drops and drips yield discrete material falls, a pour is more
continuous—unleashing a steady stream. Perhaps for this reason, it is symbolically
associated with productivity. Much like the verb “drop,” “pour” has creative
connotations.206 Frankenthaler called upon this language of liquidity in a letter to fellow
painter and friend Grace Hartigan, about a period of particularly fervent painting which
204

John Ruskin, “From Letter LXXIX, June, 1877,” Fors Clavigera No. 79:
https://www.pseudopodium.org/repress/ForsClavigera/79.html. For more on this famous criticism and the
trial that ensued, see Linda Merrill, A Pot of Paint: Aesthetics on Trial in Whistler v. Ruskin (Washington,
DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1992).
205
For a recent article exploring the implications of visualizing fireworks, see Kate Flint, “Fireworks,” 19:
Interdisciplinary Studies in the Long Nineteenth Century, 25 (2017): https://doi.org/10.16995/ntn.797.
206
Any mention of fluid release can take on sexual and corporeal connotations, which have been referenced
both in Pollock’s and Frankenthaler’s work. As Lisa Saltzman writes, “Whether through metaphors of
urination, ejaculation, or menstruation, the body, male and female, is inscribed in multiple and various
ways in the drips, spills, sprays, and stains that coat the majority of the canvases of the New York School
painters. And it is precisely this intermingling and breakdown of properties of line and color, this
breakdown of boundaries, that I believe led critics to at least try to assert, ascribe, and inscribe sexual
difference upon the surfaces of these paintings” (in Lisa Saltzman, “Reconsidering the Stain: On Gender,
Identity, and New York School Painting,” in Reading Abstract Expression: Context and Critique, ed. Ellen
G. Landau, [New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005], 570-571). Given my emphasis on the physical drop
and the full arc of this gesture in relation to gravitational resistance, such sexual interpretations fall on the
periphery of my analysis.

86

she said she pursued “like one possessed.” She wrote: “All the feelings and ideas I’d been
storing up poured out of me and I couldn’t get the materials to fly fast enough.”207 Not
only did she channel fluidity, as sources for compositions “poured out” of her—literally
and figuratively—but she also used an aerially-oriented metaphor for speed, as the
materials “fly” in her hands.208 The mechanics of pouring are bound up in her
characterization of the artistic process itself.
A pour can also convey longevity. Asked why he had chosen to pour paint,
Pollock once said “I just wanted a longer line…. I wanted it to keep going.”209 One
interpretation of this comment has to do with the length of a depicted line that can be
transferred to the canvas: relative to a can, from which a large volume can be poured, a
brush holds a small amount of paint, so that a brushed line can only be continuous for as
long as that supply of pigment allows. But in Pollock’s process, as well as
Frankenthaler’s, another line—an airborne one—precedes the form that meets the
surface. Coalescing for a moment in the air, such lines of paint are visually resonant with
Duchamp’s strings as they fell through the air. These “skeins” of paint—as they have
often been termed—trace patterns aloft before they land. Many of the photographs
captured of Pollock at work evidence this: movement is prominent—of the painter’s
emphatic arms and outstretched body—but also, markedly, of the paint itself. In one
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evocative image, with Pollock’s frame a blur of motion, arcs of paint hover suggestively,
airborne (Fig. 2.18).
When poured, paint thus marks its fall—tracing axes aloft. Whereas Morris
Louis’ canvases (e.g. Fig. 2.19), with which Frankenthaler’s are perpetually compared,
record gravity and fluid dynamics on their surfaces—as the painter tilted his canvases to
manipulate the flow of paint—his counterpart kept hers on the horizontal surface of the
floor, so that gravity did its work in the air. Louis’ paint recalls an active deluge of
pigmented rain streaming down an imagined pictorial windowpane, while
Frankenthaler—and Pollock—used the pour as a predecessor to the image. Their
canvases do not record a pathway traced by gravitation, but rather the aftermath of its
influence.

FALL: “The Spatiotemporal Gap”
No matter how it is released, any material that has been let go in the air falls.
Until a horizontal surface counteracts its trajectory, open space invites a descent,
becoming the medium in which gravity is rendered visible. In this vein, Harren notes the
significance of “the spatiotemporal gap” between Pollock’s implements and the surface
on which his paint fell, acknowledging that the drop incorporates a physical and
durational intermediary.210 This method of art-making accentuates liminal space—
emphasizing how a medium is acted upon in the interval between when it leaves the
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artist’s grasp and when it reaches the ground. If Muybridge’s “intervals of suspension”
describe the corporeal content of his photographs, the intervals introduced by an “aerial
gesture” instead define a process of making; subject has become strategy.
Lifting materials up along a vertical axis thus yields a set of decisions which grant
the subsequent “spatiotemporal gap” its power over a composition. Parker Tyler refers to
this phenomenon as Pollock’s “remote control,” ultimately emphasizing that “the design
is conscious.”211 According to Tyler, delay and distance have little bearing on the artist’s
capacity to direct his results; however remote, Pollock is in control. In this vein, even
though Duchamp said that each of his strings should be allowed to fall “as it pleases,” he
had first set up the precise conditions of the descent.
Still, such staging can only dictate so much; as Duchamp made sure to emphasize,
each string had been “dropped from a height of one meter, without controlling the
distortion of the thread during the fall.”212 He gave up agency over the materials’ actions
while they were in the air, so that the “spatiotemporal gap” concretized the intertwining
of gravity and chance. In this way, falling can seem an ultimate surrender; its downward
plunge is inbuilt and determinative. Surely, forces beyond gravity do come into play—as
nature reminds us whenever it conjures a storm: precipitation tracks the verticality of
descent, but it also materializes unpredictability. Wind can shift the path of raindrops into
sudden diagonals, their falling liquidity outsmarting our umbrellas. Ultimately, though,
211
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gravity will triumph; the showers will make their way to the ground. No matter the angle
of their origin or the influx of air currents, Pollock’s flings of paint, Duchamp’s strings,
Arp’s paper scraps, and Frankenthaler’s poured pigment all eventually fell.
However universal in its eventual course, falling is multitudinous. Arp recognized
this—and as an active poet was surely cognizant of the way words, too, affect our
impressions; he offered an apt contemplation drawn from his trilingual lived experience:
Out of the endless depths of life the muses apportion to us our windfalls,
distribute what falls to us. The French language has only the word hasard for
Zufall [chance], which does not have the beautiful, immediate sense of Zu-fallen
[to befall]. The meaning of hasard is something chanced, something ventured, but
the word itself does not contain the sense of something which is given, this given
that befalls man from the heights and the depths of the heavens.213
When considering the German, Zufall, Arp recognizes a temporal aspect to the
“immediate” term—as though when something falls upon us, it happens with a speed that
we otherwise would not access. Falls are some of the swiftest forms of movement in our
experience—assisted as they are by gravitational force. Moreover, Arp grants the
occurrences a spatiality, as aspects of life come from the “heights and the depths.” It is
with similar dimensionality that we use the English word “befall,” but also the idiomatic
expression to “fall into place.” A fall is an incursion of that which we cannot fully
control—but that very unpredictability may be a welcome inclusion.
Barbara Rose perhaps sought to acknowledge this valence of falling when she
asked painter Lee Krasner what had “inspired” Pollock’s drip technique; his widow
clarified: “For me it is working in the air and knowing where it will land. It is really quite
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uncanny. Even the Indian sand painters were working in the sand, not in the air.”214 Rose
responded to this important distinction by noting that Pollock was thus “practicing the
aerial gesture.”215 This notion that is at the heart of my analysis—of an “aerial gesture,” a
way of “working in the air”—once again activates and emphasizes the significance of the
space above Pollock’s canvases. The labor, we come to understand, occurs above the
picture as well as on its surface. Significantly, its action takes place along the vertical
axis—one indelibly associated with the force of gravity. Recognizing this convergence,
Peter Schjeldahl asserted succinctly of Pollock: “Dripping brought a rush of relief, as he
found a steadying and dispassionate, heaven-sent collaborator: gravity. Drawing in the air
above the canvas freed him from, among other things, himself.”216 The same action, of
creating “in the air” is thus deemed a renunciation of selfhood and an assertion of agency.
“The aerial gesture”—dependent as it is on surrendering materials to a fall—is at once a
form of detachment and a mode of empowerment.

SUSPEND: “Where it will land”
Krasner’s assertion pivots around the fact that Pollock not only worked “in the
air,” but also that he had a way, after directing his airborne paint, of “knowing where it
[would] land.” This landing—the moment at which what had been moving vertically
collides with a horizontal surface and is stopped in its tracks—gives the “aerial gesture”
214
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its lasting visible form. For Duchamp and Arp, the operative terms are slightly different
than Pollock’s; instead of knowing where their materials would land, to them it was about
not knowing quite how that landing would take shape. Whereas Pollock manipulated the
“aerial gesture” to grant more or less predictable results—working, as he insisted, against
the “accident”—his counterparts saw relinquishing material to the “spatiotemporal gap”
as a mechanism for ushering in the unexpected. In this way, the same act can both
metabolize choices about its use and demonstrate the chance it invites into the process.
Regardless of where or how material lands—or whether the form of that contact
with the ground is pre-meditated—all falls end in an intersection between the vertical and
the horizontal. Edgerton’s milk images, for instance, portray not only liquid descent, but
also its resultant ascent upon hitting and bouncing off a hard surface. A 1936 photograph
from his first attempts to document this phenomenon shows a millisecond when many of
the rounded “jewels” of milk forming the uppermost ring of the “coronet” have in fact
separated from the projectile streams that birthed them, flying upwards through the air
(Fig. 2.20).217 What this liquid makes visible is the fact that a hard horizontal surface
abruptly stops gravity’s downward pull, even to the point of reversing momentum. After
an object’s gravitational potential energy is translated to kinetic energy, it must then
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collide with an entity to be stopped; a ninety-degree encounter suspends, and even
redirects, the fall.218
This physical contact is visualized in Hans Namuth’s 1951 film of Pollock at
work. The camera angle at one point gives us a kind of “canvas-eye” view by virtue of
the fact that Pollock paints on a sheet of glass that has been placed above the lens (Fig.
2.21).219 We therefore occupy an otherwise impossible position—synonymous with, and
peering upward through, a transparent floor. What this intervention emphasizes, among
other things, is that the ground serves as the site of stoppage—catching the fall of paint
and materials. As we look up at liquid descent, we witness its material impact.
The ground thus takes on renewed significance—not just the pictorial ground
which, for a time, is coterminous with the physical ground—but also that very horizontal
plane beneath the artists’ feet. If not for the floor, Pollock’s and Frankenthaler’s paint
would have continued to fall toward the earth below—and if Duchamp and Arp had
dropped their strings and paper from different heights they would have introduced a
longer “spatiotemporal gap” into the process of their making. The surface that catches
these materials becomes both operative and interdependent—a variable that can be
manipulated in dialogue with gravity.
When activated as a destination awaiting materials’ arrival, the floor makes artists
newly attentive to its role. One presumed consequence of this emphasis correlates with an
218
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ur-narrative in the history of modernist painting, concretized by Clement Greenberg—the
move toward flatness. Articulating the axial implications of this theory, Manny Farber
observed that Pollock’s “work explores the possibilities and character of horizontal
design.”220 Such a version of the spatial dynamics of painting assumes that if a
composition seems to eliminate a perspectival sense of three-dimensional space—
precluding imaginary habitation of its depths—it therefore must be flat. What such
conceptions often do not account for, however, are the ways in which paintings can
project beyond themselves, not just in an illusionistic or even physical way, but more
imaginatively—in this case seeming to expand outward by invoking the action that took
place in the air on “our side” of the object.221 This outward-looking orientation yields a
kind of deflective energy—almost a bounce of attention and pictorial momentum back
upwards akin to the kinetic charge of Edgerton’s milk droplets. Its trajectory recognizes
the flatness of the material surface, but ends up thematizing it not in terms of
compositional two-dimensionality—as would the canvases of Greenberg’s dreams—but
rather in terms of the support’s capacity to stop and even re-direct vertical movement. If
the surface is the landing site for a gesture which commenced in the air, its spatial
register is not simply a flatness that has always been so, but one that implies the vertical
volumetric trajectories that preceded it.
220
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Angular Intersections: “The vertical becomes important”
Some accounts that mention Pollock’s mode of working on the floor are quick to
minimize the role of that surface and assert that the objects were always destined for the
wall anyway—as though that final siting somehow negates, or at least neutralizes, the
nontraditional way in which they were made. If Pollock intended his works to be seen on
the wall and even placed them there periodically to assess their effects as the canvases
evolved, the argument goes, the floor was simply a means to an end.222 T.J. Clark notes
that though “the picture was put on the floor to be worked on… it was always being read
on the floor as if it were upright, or in the knowledge that it would be. To pretend
otherwise would have been naïve…”223 Likewise, Leo Steinberg asserts that the painter
“poured and dripped his pigment upon canvases laid on the ground, but this was an
expedient.… He lived with the painting in its uprighted state, as with a world confronting
his human posture.”224 In Rosalind Krauss’ account, this tendency has more than axial
implications; she argues that Greenberg’s “mission” as he championed the artist “was to
lift the paintings Pollock made from off the ground where he’d made them, and onto the
wall. Because it was only on the wall that they joined themselves to tradition, to culture,
to convention. It was in that location and at that angle to gravity that they became
‘painting.’”225 Whether or not they do so in a way that ascribes symbolic meaning to
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governing axes, schemas that privilege display context downplay the importance of the
preceding re-oriented process—minimizing how the gestures that brought the paintings
into being continue to shift our relationship to them. These means of working are pivotal
to the works’ meaning.
This is often presented as a binary scenario—so that the initial floor or the
eventual wall is the compass. Narratives that emphasize process prioritize the horizontal
surface, while those that focus on outcome assign the vertical wall dominance. In a
related logic, the innovation of Pollock’s floor-bound canvas is posed in contrast with a
previously-upright easel; whereas before one axis was operative, now its opposite gained
prominence. Much in the way that commentators are apt to identify chance as the
wellspring of a work only if it stands in stark contrast to choice, the tendency in these
readings is to offer a holistic pivot as the sole mechanism of axial interaction.
Though Pollock is frequently recognized for having manifested angular shifts,
then, the primary axis associated with his practice is the intervening horizontal. Since
what registered as revolutionary was his rotation of the canvas onto the floor, there has
been less attention to the resultant, and simultaneous, shift of the working process to a
vertical axis. Moreover, Pollock was not the only one to emphasize verticality anew.
Arp’s fellow Dada artist Richard Huelsenbeck noted the geometric intersections at the
heart of his colleague’s compositions, but was especially attentive to the role of the
vertical, saying: “Abstraction is so solemnly and rustically deliberate that in the final
analysis the vertical becomes important.” He continued: “The great vertical came with
the pomp of the vanquished century. It is the law of gravity, the law of the static, and the
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divided surfaces rush out from it, the parabolas and ellipses whir out from it…”226 While
replete with the somewhat obscure language characteristic of Dada expression,
Huelsenbeck’s observations augur an enhanced emphasis on verticality in modern
culture, and the practices arising from it.227 Significantly, his words also acknowledge the
indelible association between gravitational force and a newly foregrounded axis.
Ultimately, the joining of this vertical energy with its horizontal counterpart fuels
the “aerial gesture.” These combined angular forces manifested in the content of
Frankenthaler’s first “soak-stain” painting as well as its experimental facture. Reflecting
on what led her to make Mountains and Sea, the artist noted, “One of the things that
struck me was the unique contrast between the great wooded peaks and the horizontal
ocean—the mountains and the sea of its title.”228 In calling out the horizontality of the
expansive ocean, the artist made apparent its angular juxtaposition with the verticality of
“the great wooded peaks.” Moreover, she began with the recollection of being “struck”
by “the unique contrast” of these two forms—and, by extension, the ways in which
natural forces staged an intersection of axes. While this might not be apparent in the
appearance of the painting—surely it is not an “illustration” of recognizable forms or
226
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even orthogonal in its abstraction—it is significant that the inspiration for Frankenthaler
was the meeting of horizontality and verticality. The process by which she materialized
this subject is a physical echo of the very axial contrast that birthed it.
While Huelsenbeck’s observations about Arp and Frankenthaler’s musings on
Mountains and Sea refer largely to artwork content, the verticality that is most often
acknowledged in relation to objects made through an “aerial gesture” is concretized either
in the wall or in our upright bodies; horizontality, in turn, is located in the floor-bound
canvas. Expressing these sentiments by way of negation, Pincus-Witten noted of works
by artists such as Pollock and Frankenthaler that
[w]hile the final image of the Abstract Expressionist procedure was displayed
upon the wall, the arena of its creation took place upon the floor, and this process
of flinging, dripping, and painting within an anti-vertical context cannot be
minimized in terms of understanding our own art. The procedure adumbrated our
environmental attitudes which opt for parietal experience and break with the
tradition of viewer-object contemplation which derives from the early
Renaissance easel picture.229
Characterizing this act as taking place in an “anti-vertical context” assumes that the
horizontality of the canvas as it lay on the floor somehow even made the process into a
horizontal one. In fact, I would argue the opposite is true if, rather than focusing on the
position of the support, we consider the relationship between the artist’s body and the
object, thereby attending to the “spatiotemporal gap” and its orientation relative to the
forms of gravitational suspension that bookend it. Definitions of governing axes, in other
words, have typically assumed that it is tangible entities that dictate orientation—rather
than the newly-charged space between them. If the body and the easel are upright, these
accounts proclaim, their verticality is our compass. I instead emphasize the relational axis
229
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between body and object, calling attention to the dominant flow of momentum and the
airborne trajectories formed by way of those encounters. Reframed accordingly, the
“aerial gesture” is a form of making that takes place along the Y axis. Attending to the
space it mobilizes renders the resting place for materials less an emphatic assertion of
horizontality and more a sequel to verticality.
Artworks made from above thus manifest angular intersections. Opening the
vertical axis as an arena of production necessarily places horizontality in tension;
likewise, while verticality is vital, it is rendered so through its dialogue with
horizontality. These artists did not merely substitute one determining direction for
another. Instead, they welcomed strategic manipulations of orthogonal space into their
working process. By activating a previously under-utilized zone above the object, they
materialized a balance of forces and axes—a reification of both gravitational logic and its
momentary suspension.
This clarifies the ways in which the “aerial gesture” is distinct from what Leo
Steinberg termed the “flatbed picture plane.”230 As his verbiage makes clear, that
formulation is based upon a “receptor surface,” which effectively downplays the varied
ways in which artists might “give” to such pictorial flatness.231 Works such as Robert
Rauschenberg’s from the 1950s and 1960s (e.g. Fig. 2.22), Steinberg’s primary examples,
are composed on that horizontal plane—making the artistic support coterminous with a
work surface—whereas those made by way of “the aerial gesture” end up on the ground,
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but were commenced and developed in the air.232 Steinberg does recognize that Pollock’s
and Frankenthaler’s works do not qualify as having been made according to the logic of
the “flatbed picture plane.” But whereas for him this distinction lies in the ways in which
their paintings hearken back to “nature”—evoking “thickets” and organic forms rather
than the man-made realm of “culture” invoked by Rauschenberg’s connection with the
printing press—I emphasize a different divergence.233 For Pollock and Frankenthaler, as
well as for Duchamp and Arp, it is less about the re-orientation of the picture plane itself
and more the ways in which that shift alters the gestures affecting the object. It is not so
much the “receptor surface” that governs the meaning, but the action above it.
The tradition against which Steinberg’s “flatbed” operates is a picture plane that
“affirms verticality as its essential condition” because, window-like, it constructs an
upright pictorial world.234 Parallel to our gravity-bound bodies, such an artwork invites us
to imaginatively step into its space. The line of sight between, though, is fundamentally
horizontal—as we look across to objects at “eye level.” Given this recasting of angular
emphases, vertical space becomes operative in the process of making any work from
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above—as that sightline is rotated ninety degrees along with the pictorial support.
Though Steinberg hints at this re-conception, even stating that “[w]hat I have called the
flatbed is more than a surface distinction if it is understood as a change within painting
that changed the relationship between artist and image, image and viewer,” his
formulation ultimately refers to objects that, in an echo of Steinberg’s words, affirm
horizontality as their essential condition.235 Since his focus is on a mode of amassing and
arranging cultural material horizontally on a work surface, he emphasizes interactions
with and on that plane.
Unlike the objects that convey the aesthetic of the “flatbed picture plane,” those at
the heart of this chapter do not assert one angle or another; instead, they materialize the
intersection of axial forces—making visible a balance between the two. As one
installation of 3 Standard Stoppages clarifies (Fig. 2.23), Duchamp’s gesture
acknowledges this parity between horizontal and vertical outright: both the length of his
strings and the height from which they were dropped is one meter. The symmetry of these
measurements at the outset of the gesture equalizes their linear force, so that the vertical
air—the “spatiotemporal gap”—echoes the horizontal string.

Transposition | Rotation
Still, as Clark and Steinberg are keen to emphasize, these works, though made at
one axial juncture, subsequently underwent a second right-angled turn in order to reestablish a parallel between picture and wall—and, in turn, picture to ourselves; they are
the product of a pair of ninety-degree rotations. Unlike Gustave Caillebotte’s Boulevard
235
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Seen from Above (1880) (Fig. 2.24)—a portrayal of the artist’s vertiginous view looking
down from a balcony—these objects do not immediately signal an aerial perspective, but
they also do not entirely erase the traces of their airborne material history. While
Caillebotte’s canvas was met in 1882 with a critic’s observation that the object was
“meaningless… because to work properly the painting would have to lie on the floor and
not hang vertically,” the objects at the core of this chapter adhere to a distinctly different
logic.236 Placed on the wall, they hold within themselves both the horizontal and vertical
axes that were vital to their production.
This siting not only reveals the process preceding it—it is key to the objects’
meaning. Art historian Claude Cernuschi and physicist Andrzej Herczynski do much to
lay the groundwork of this argument in their aptly named article, “The Subversion of
Gravity in Jackson Pollock’s Abstractions.” They astutely observe that it is precisely
because of the angular transposition to the wall that Pollock's canvases seem released
from gravity, noting that:
On the floor, the skeins of paint resemble any liquid simply released into space
and lying inert on a piece of woven fabric. On the wall, the skeins look
unencumbered, ‘airborne,’ energetically moving upward, downward, and
sideways, as if somehow freed from friction and liberated from gravity. Once the
paintings are reoriented vertically, Pollock’s marks, though impossible to generate
without gravity, look, paradoxically enough, free of its relentless grip, a
conundrum barely mentioned in the literature.237
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It is thus the tilt upward which loosens the canvases from gravitational pull. Among those
who call out the role of this stoppage, Charles Stuckey, in an analysis of One: Number
31, 1950 (Fig. 2.3), notes:
Liquid paints congealed where he applied them, never running down the canvas
the way paint can when applied to a vertical surface if not carefully brushed. As a
result, when Pollock transposed his drip paintings for wall display, the spots and
linear trails of paint appear to be suspended on the riotous surface by some
galactic or oceanic current.238
Aside from foregrounding gestural suspension, Stuckey attributes its origins to forces
beyond the earthly. We cannot make sense of these images in typically grounded terms,
his comment implies, so they must either be the products of phenomena in outer space or
born of a watery expanse. Their seeming weightlessness presents a kind of logical
conundrum; Pollock’s compositions are both made by gravity and resistant to it—calling
attention to the points at which its force can be countered.
Partly due to this confounding concomitance, composing from above allows a
suspension of directional bearings; decisions can be deferred—orientational options kept
open. When producing on the floor, from all sides of an object, the notion of “top” and
“bottom” is less determined by the physical manner in which the work is made. Whereas
a canvas that is painted on an easel or against a wall bears with it the in-built pull of
gravity that simultaneously directs the artist’s body, one made on the floor does not carry
such encoded coordinates. In this vein, Krasner emphasized that the selection of
Pollock’s tops and bottoms was often a decision made after the fact, the result of a
dialogue between the two painters. His process did not necessarily begin from a single
assumed orientation; if any axial condition determined his course, it was the vertical
238
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arena above the canvas. Given this, while Frankenthaler’s Las Mayas (1958) (Fig. 2.25)
is intentionally an “upside down” answer to and metabolization of a work attributed to
Goya (ca. 1800-1810) (Fig. 2.26), her method of composing on the floor did not in fact
inherently dictate an up and down.239 It is the installation of the work on a wall that
subjects it to axial assumptions.
These apparent coordinates are perhaps more present in Las Mayas because it
reimagines a work with discernible representational content; though ambiguous in
Frankenthaler’s visual re-telling, some shapes echo the nineteenth-century quartet of
figures. Cernuschi and Herczynski assert that gravity can appear suspended only in
Pollock’s “pure" abstractions, because figural references are inevitably correlated with a
downward pull—interpreted as they are through our gravitationally-conditioned bodies.
When the compositions we see seem to suggest a realm in which gravity might not apply
or could operate differently, the authors imply, only then can these objects make sense,
since they don't otherwise adhere to the laws of our world. All of the works at the heart of
this chapter, in fact, are outwardly non-figural, or in Duchamp's case, schematic. Unlike,
for instance, Marc Chagall or René Magritte’s imaginary forms of levitation (e.g. Figs.
2.27 and 2.28), these objects do not attempt to conjure other worlds in which gravity does
239
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not exist. Instead, they utilize abstraction as an avenue askew from our experience, but
not separate from it; their reality is expansive rather than alternative.
The fact that these works contain less apparent internal compasses is a testament
to the ways they throw gravity into question. Their orientation has at times been left
ambiguous or strategically altered even after they have left the studio. When exhibited,
objects made by the “aerial gesture” have undergone alterations—whether being rotated
on the wall or, in the case of 3 Standard Stoppages, having a number of differentlyoriented material lives.240 Duchamp enacted a set of angular shifts within the artwork’s
evolving form. The original 1913-14 iteration was displayed vertically—as three aligned
canvases with affixed threads tracing curvilinear vertical axes which seem reminiscent of
the downward courses they traversed in the air (Fig. 2.29). The edited version, reconceived in 1936, shifted the mounted strings into a box along with a set of
straightedges that had been cut out in 1918 according to tracings of the strings’
curvature—so that the display presented the objects more as specimens or tools (Fig.
2.30).241 By 1964, in fact, Duchamp explicitly stated that the works “should be seen
horizontally instead of vertically”—a marked shift from his original attachment of titular
placards to the bottom of his vertical strips of canvas, which seem to communicate the
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opposite preferred alignment (see Fig. 2.31).242 This material history indicates that
Duchamp was, characteristically, cognizant of the charged significations that can emerge
from a simple ninety-degree turn.243
Rotation subsequent to making also facilitates, or even imposes, a vital step of
mentally re-enacting this axial process. If Pollock’s abstractions subvert gravity because,
as Cernuschi and Herczynski establish, they are displayed at “an angle from which they
could not possibly have been executed,” the suspension of their pigmented marks invites
curiosity about how they were in fact made.244 Such paintings ask us to imagine the
angular intersections that brought them into being; they are made to be moved between
axes—and they materialize those transpositions. These are not pictures produced on the
ground in order to stay there, which would reinforce rather than thwart gravity’s pull.
Since their appearance prompts us to envision the drop which gave them form—itself
reliant on both axes—we are met with an additive angularity.
Importantly, the clever convergence of using and usurping gravity Cernuschi and
Herczynski associate with Pollock can be expanded to include other artists who engage
similarly with its force—as this parity is, I contend, embedded in the broader “aerial
242
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gesture.” Works made in this way unsettle our dependence on a single linear position; as
we stand upright, facing them horizontally, we simultaneously imagine their creators
relating to the same objects vertically. We therefore conjure an axial concurrence—
suspended imaginatively above even as we witness from across. The “aerial gesture” not
only precedes these objects—literally “giving rise” to their form—but lingers actively in
their effect on us; we hold “gravitational potential energy” in our mind’s eye. These
transpositions of angles yield a simultaneity between horizontal and vertical—and
between process and product—that crystallizes in a gesture up in the air, a newly-oriented
relationship between art-making and gravity.

Temporality—“Seizing the present in the fullness of its content and possibilities”
The types of time embedded in and elicited by these objects are thus multiple. As
works that were created through a series of suspensions and deferrals—drops which set
off falls in a “spatiotemporal gap,” then came to a halt only to be re-oriented and
mentally re-enacted—they cohere a complex intertwining of tenses. All artworks exist in
multiple time zones at once—but the “aerial gesture” convolutes even this temporal
plenitude, largely because the time of viewing elides with the time of making—all while
the object itself is a record of stoppage.245 In registering an interruption of gravity’s pull,
each of these works is a material pause along a markedly vertical trajectory.
Temporally, the vertical axis implies plurality instead of successive singularities.
In music, for instance, verticality refers to simultaneously sounded notes—those that
245
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compose chords or harmonic structures rather than melodic, sequential passages.246 If the
trajectory of narrative flow—crystallized in the form of a timeline—is horizontal,
verticality can disrupt that logic of discernible “befores” and “afters,” allowing them to
be concurrent; the vertical is the axis of concomitance. Translating this logic to the
pathway of the “aerial gesture” collapses process and product; the periods prior to and
following the “spatiotemporal gap”—both of which are moments of gravitational
suspension—are conjoined through our imaginative reconstruction of the gesture. In
seeing the effects of a fall, we imagine its origin.
This amalgamated temporality amounts to a newly-charged sense of the now.
Harold Rosenberg noted, in relation to Arp’s practice: “Resorting to chance is another
way of negating the self and the will, as well as a means of seizing the present in the
fullness of its content and possibilities.”247 Embracing chance operations—here
materialized as gravity—introduces a presentist approach, because it limits the capacity
for predictive futurity. As identified innovators, each of the artists central to my study
broke in some way with expectations, rendering art anew. Varnedoe called innovation “a
kind of secular miracle,” implying that its productive rupture with the foreseen cannot be
anticipated or fully planned.248 Framing this insight in temporal terms, we might say that
innovation—however built upon precedent—is nevertheless an augmented present tense,
246
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an incursion of the unexpected that shifts our internal clock, accelerating us partly into a
new temporal understanding even as we remain otherwise current. If revolutionary
thinkers are described as being “ahead of their time,” it is because novel ideas reset
rhythms—putting us in a kind of vertical relation to our present so that we open toward
futures rather than planning them.
Duchamp channeled this time-bending spirit in his In Advance of a Broken Arm
(1915) (Fig. 2.32), which textually and conceptually anticipates either the physical strain
that might result from using the exhibited implement according to its utilitarian purpose,
to clear snowdrifts, or conversely, from not having the benefit of its use and therefore
slipping in wintry conditions—falling, I might add—and hurting oneself.249 Strikingly,
the shovel comprising this artwork is hung from the ceiling. In addition to staging a
denuding of the object’s function—so that it can become “art” when repositioned—
Duchamp’s physical suspension of the tool makes it appear to float in the middle of a
room. From a distance, the wire used to affix it becomes nearly invisible—so that the
shovel is almost caught in a “spatiotemporal gap,” teasing us with its seeming capacity to
“fly in the face of” gravity while conjuring multiple temporalities.250 Like Edgerton’s
droplets of milk, it remains aloft but marks the vertical axis along which it travels.
Introducing verticality into art-making thus not only rotates poles and unsettles
orientations; it can open objects, artists, and viewers up to a kind of perceptual
249
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suspension—a spatialized and multitudinous stillness, not divorced from the kinetic, but
born of it. Frankenthaler’s canvases, especially, convey this tempo, as “stains” are more
extensive than the stoppage and ricochet of a drip or a pour against a non-porous surface.
In their material coalescing of paint and raw canvas, pigment absorbs into and moves
across warp and weft—spreading horizontally of its own accord. This dispersal counters
the gravitational verticality at the works’ outset, calling forth both axes.
The deep purple in Untitled (1962-63) (Fig. 2.33), for instance, eases its way
overtop the red anchoring the bottom of the canvas, intersecting with lilac, pink, and
brown at the painting’s serpentine spine. Blue pigment, isolated in a single stain, sends a
rivulet outward to meet a patch of the lilac, which itself gently touches red and seeps its
way into a pink peninsula, yielding “ven diagrams” of coloristic intersection. A brown
pour above conveys a quicker pace—its emphatic contact with the canvas having sent out
a burst of spoke-like sprays. All of these tones exude motion, even if at different tempos.
As Flam notes of another Frankenthaler canvas: “the stains we are looking at are on the
verge of moving, as if the process of creation is not quite finished.”251 However static,
these paintings do not convey finality so much as the ongoing; they are portraits of
making more than its result.
Even if Pollock’s marks do so with less dispersive energy than Frankenthaler’s,
his arrested liquid, too, engages the kinetic. Harren observes of his paint swirls and
skeins: “They seem, even in their motionlessness, as if they might be still wet, or as if the
fixed liquid interlacing could become spontaneously reanimated, set into motion
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again.”252 This charged stillness holds movement within itself; its dynamism is made
possible by the verticality of the work’s creation, and the resultant intersections it
engages. In Autumn Rhythm (Number 30) (1950) (Fig. 2.34), for instance, undulating
blacks meet spills of brown and diaphanous touches of white at center, while the
punctuation of rounded drips throughout conjure not full stops, but ellipses.
Such latent vibrancy implies a myriad of potential directions—so that these
intersections are additive, much like the graphic symbol for that mathematical
operation—the “plus sign,” itself a meeting of horizontal and vertical. 3 Standard
Stoppages emphasizes this multiplicity, as Duchamp’s repeated drops were specifically
designed to yield different rather than duplicated results, even under “more or less
similar” conditions. Each of his strings fell into its own curve—a tripartite portrait of
gravity’s capacity to create unique forms. Significantly, the artist considered the number
three a pathway toward multiplicity, saying: “One is unity, two is double, duality, and
three is the rest. When you’ve come to the word three, you have three zillion—it’s the
same thing as three.”253 He summed up this numerical relationship as “unity, duality,
infinite multitude” so that “1—a unit/2—an opposition/3—a series.”254 Duchamp later
put it succinctly: “The three experiments with the falling threads cover the immensity of
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immeasurable possibilities.”255 It is, according to his “Idea of Fabrication,” when the
strings are “considered in relation to one another” (emphasis Duchamp’s) that “they are
an approximate reconstitution of the measure of length.” Comparison grants the newlycurved meters their meaning; when seen simultaneously, their novelty becomes apparent.
Duchamp’s words emphasize that these are not sequential stages, but rather divergent
possibilities.

A “Stoppage” of Gravity—“Unstable to a degree”
Duchamp’s string-born multiplicity not only re-constitutes the standard meter; it
also challenges and re-conceives our relationship with elements of the world that might
otherwise seem fixed. Many systems are thrown askew—cultural constructs of
measurement and definitions of “art” among them—but I contend that gravity also
belongs on the list. By strategically enlisting—but then subverting—gravitational force,
Duchamp acknowledged how it engages the limits of our perceived certainties. Even that
which we deem set today may be swiftly unsettled. If embraced, this inevitability of
change can itself be a “stoppage,” in the sense of a mend; we can, Duchamp’s gesture
suggests, repair our mindsets about flux.
However “invisible,” such a “mend” ultimately foregrounds the very presence
against and through which it acts. Irony, one of Duchamp’s primary modes, proves this
point. Defined as: “the expression of one's meaning by using language that normally
signifies the opposite, typically for humorous or emphatic effect,” irony recognizes that
255
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latent tension can both highlight and unfix, revealing an entity’s underlying logic.256
Duchamp clarified, moreover, that he aimed to express a kind of “affirmative irony,”
distinct from negation; this “meta-irony… does not seek to destroy what it is calling in
question but places it on a par with itself and at the same time shows it in a different
light.”257 Gravity, then, isn’t and can’t be wholly negated, but it can be cast anew. While
neither Arp, Pollock, nor Frankenthaler ascribed to outwardly ironic methods, the gesture
at the heart of their works nevertheless participates in a similar logic of strategic
counterbalancing.
Applying pressure can thus be a counterpoise—not pure resistance, but an
equilibrium akin to collaboration. To “collaborate” with gravity means, literally, to work
with it—to co-labor—manifesting a dialogue rather than a monologue. Artists who utilize
the “aerial gesture” treat gravity as a constructive colleague. As with chance and choice,
or vertical and horizontal, this is not a binary either-or; gravitational logic can be thrown
into question even as it is deployed.
Following Molderings’ assertion that 3 Standard Stoppages is an “anti-scientific”
work in so far as it undermines the unconditionality of axiomatic concepts, Duchamp's
clever manipulation of gravity challenges its perceived status as a “law” and aligns with
his aim to unsettle norms.258 Duchamp’s gesture may “illustrate” gravity, as Brecht
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described it, but in its ironic stance, that representation is also a reimagining.259 A 1968
interview with the artist illuminates this point; in response to a question about 3 Standard
Stoppages, Duchamp said:
Duchamp: I don’t think the public is prepared to accept it… my canned chance.
This depending on coincidence is too difficult for them. They think everything
has to be done on purpose by complete deliberation and so forth. In time they will
come to accept chance as a possibility to produce things. In fact, the whole world
is based on chance, or at least chance is a definition of what happens in the world
we live in and know more than any causality.”
Francis Roberts: This chance method of measurement, as with the Stoppages,
puts a severe strain on the laws of physics, doesn’t it?
Duchamp: If I do propose to strain a little bit the laws of physics and chemistry
and so forth, it is because I would like you to think them unstable to a degree.
Even gravity is a form of coincidence or politeness since it is only by
condescension that a weight is heavier when it descends than when it rises.260
Challenging the stability of physical laws gives “stoppage” form; in addition to newlymaterialized cessation, Duchamp sought a re-wiring of set patterns in order to suspend
previously-encoded meanings. By more specifically suggesting that gravity could be
open to such creative latitude, he rendered it an agent of change as well as chance.261 In
another compelling statement of his belief in the malleability of scientific understanding,
Duchamp said:
I believe that the laws of physics such as they are, such as they have been taught
to us, are not the inevitable truth. We believe in the laws, or we experiment with
259
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them each day, yet I believe it is possible to consider the existence of a universe
in which these laws would be extended, changed a very tiny bit, in a precisely
demarcated way. Consequently we immediately achieve extraordinary results,
different yet certainly not far from truth. After all, every century or two a new
scientist comes along who changes the laws of physics, isn’t that so? After
Newton there were many who did, and there were even more after Einstein, right?
We have to wait to see how the laws in question will change over time, then… In
any case, without being a scientist myself I can still hope to reach parallel results,
if you will, in art.262
The “aerial gesture” is a means toward expressing those “parallel results.” In its
illumination of charged moments when natural forces can be manipulated, this mode of
making offers flexibility amid seeming fixity. While Arp, Pollock, and Frankenthaler
may not have articulated an explicit desire to play with the laws of physics, their work,
like Duchamp’s, succeeds in doing just that.
In a rare interpretive acknowledgement of the gravitational valence in
Frankenthaler’s work, for instance, Michael Schreyach offers a brief but illuminating
catalogue entry on Magic Carpet (1964) (Fig. 2.35), which points to this latitude.
“Frankenthaler’s concerns are not only lightness, air, flatness, and horizontality—but also
gravity, density, roundness, and verticality,” he writes, emphasizing an inbuilt
simultaneity.263 The work’s title alone is evocative, as carpets typically reside on floors,
while “magic” ones take flight. But, as Schreyach points out:
While the title might express the desire to float above the earth… the spreading
stains, testify to the earthly conditions of the painting’s manufacture, registering
the insistent force of gravity and countering the dream of enchanted levitation.
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Viewers soon combine playful metaphors of weightlessness and weight with more
serious reflections on the ways that Frankenthaler refers to the physical body.264
In striking this balance—between affirming and opposing gravity—Frankenthaler’s stains
recognize, and even portray, the force’s limits.
Though not with as explicitly gravitational connotations, Hilton Kramer, in
reviewing an exhibition of Frankenthaler’s paintings of the 1950s, observed: “there was a
good deal of drip and splatter. Yet the visual weight of the painting had been radically
reduced. It was as if Abstract Expressionism had been put on a diet.” He went on to
characterize the canvases as “lighter” than those by her counterparts. While such
descriptors can convey a sense of optical mass or coloristic darkness and opacity, framing
the artworks in this way inevitably casts them in gravitationally-encoded terms; even if
subconsciously, our gravity-bound bodies cause us to ascribe physical heaviness to the
term “weight.” Objects that are “lighter” are picked up more easily; they may even have
the capacity to float. Frankenthaler’s canvases seem to ask us, then: what does it mean for
a picture to be approaching weightlessness—for it not to dictate clear solidity and
grounded-ness, but instead suggest and capture the sensibility of the very “aerial
gestures” that gave it form?
Even Pollock’s works, with which Kramer was implicitly comparing
Frankenthaler’s—and thus those he would have deemed to be heartier visual
sustenance—still engage with a lightening of visual weight. An ArtNews reviewer of the
1948 exhibition in which Pollock debuted his “drip” paintings framed the works in
decidedly gravitational terms. Recounting the painter’s technique, the critic noted:
264
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“Pollock loads weighted strings, sticks, and such with paint, and with sweeping
movements of the arm, builds up, in successive layers, a solid network on the canvas.
Some… suggest quite beautiful astronomical effects. Despite Pollock’s crashing energy,
the work is lightweight…”265 Artworks originating from tools that are weighed down
with pigment regain a sense of lift. Conveying suspension, the paintings bear the
indexical mark of their aerial gestation.

“A new gravitational system”
In a succinct crystallization of the seeds of my thesis, Sam Hunter observed in
1956 that Pollock’s
“drip” methods were designed to destroy the very integrity of medium, to free
those forces within it constrained by association with weight, mass and the
physical properties of bodies.…When Pollock broke down conventional painting
means with his radical techniques, his works were drawn into a new gravitational
system and could unfold a stirring new drama of space.266
It is the “aerial gesture” that established this novel arena for gravity—bringing with it a
re-oriented spatiotemporal experience. Pollock may have harnessed and perfected this
process, making it most ripe for detection—but Duchamp and Arp opened space for its
emergence and Frankenthaler expanded its intersectional logic. By recruiting gravity as
an artistic medium, these artists somewhat bent it to their will—while still recognizing
the ways in which they remained beholden to its power.
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In the same year as Hunter’s observation, Dorothy Sieberling opened a Time
magazine article on the Abstract Expressionists with these lines:
Advance-guard painting in America is hell-bent for outer space. It has rocketed
right out of the realms of common sense and common experience. That does not
necessarily make it bad. But it does leave the vast bulk of onlookers earthbound,
with mouths agape and eyes reflecting a mixture of puzzlement, vexation,
contempt.267
By casting these paintings and their confounded viewers in gravitational terms, Sieberling
not only participated in a mid-century cultural milieu, she also registered how these
works seem to suggest new relations to the ground, and the air above it.268 Five years
earlier, intriguingly, Robert Goodnough had reversed Sieberling’s formulation of
“earthbound” viewers, noting in an influential Art News feature on Pollock that: “One is
not earthbound when looking at Number 4, 1950.…” 269 The same kinds of pictures can
thus have seemingly contrasting embodied effects—both accentuating and exceeding our
gravity-bound existence.
Any creative process engages a spectrum between the fixity of parameters and the
freedom of potential. But works made by the “aerial gesture” take this push and pull—
between embrace and resistance, limit and liminality—as their subject. Gravitational
force, the locus of this counterpoise, emerges as a medium ripe for what Duchamp would
call productive “strain.” Descriptions such as Hunter’s, Sieberling’s, and Goodnough’s
267

Dorothy Sieberling, “The Wild Ones,” Time, February 20, 1956, 70.
Gravitational interpretations of artworks proliferated at midcentury—as my analysis of the Monet
revival in chapter three of this dissertation probes. Such readings, I posit, are indicative of what I term a
“period sensation” that increasingly considered embodiment in relation to gravity and weightlessness; for
more on this idea, see chapter four of this dissertation.
269
Goodnough, “Pollock Paints a Picture,” as reprinted in Jackson Pollock: Interviews, Articles, and
Reviews, ed. Pepe Karmel, 78. While this sentiment is expressed in a passage that more broadly considers
the ways in which Pollock’s paintings garner conceptual effects, thus granting a “sense of release from
physical reactions,” it is nevertheless significant that Goodnough’s selection of verbiage would conjure a
sense of being airborne when faced with the painter’s work.
268

118

thus amount to more than mere observations of reconfigured relations to gravity; they
hint at the fact that works made by the “aerial gesture” seem to suspend and disrupt what
had previously registered as given—reconfiguring our world from within. Contention
with gravity is partly emblematic of a struggle to come to peace with that which is
beyond human control, but also emerges as a space to reclaim agency—to see that
universal elements of existence are not always intransigent. Set within the context of
modernist aesthetics, an arena characterized by efforts to challenge the status quo, these
gravitational grapplings epitomize the avant-garde.
To this end, Molderings asserts that 3 Standard Stoppages manifests “a logic of
the imagination” and that Duchamp's project is aimed at "imaginative processes of poetic
and pictorial thought”—recognizing that the artist operated not according to prescribed
schemata, but rather from an open but purposeful curiosity.270 It is in this vein that
Duchamp wrote of a desire to produce a: “Possible. The figuration of a possible (not as
the opposite of impossible, nor as related to a probable, nor as subordinated to likely).”271
Such possibility is born of engaging with the world in order to conceive it anew. Verbally
reconstructing the process of making 3 Standard Stoppages—as I did to open this
chapter—Donald Finkel offers a poem that brings this aspect of the artwork to the fore; in
an excerpt, the artist holds his string:
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horizontal, taut, in a “state of Rest”—
then releases the meter, so that it “falls as it pleases”
(though under certain unalterable laws
of threadiness, meter hood, and gravity),
to arrive at a postlapsarian “state of Rest,”
caught in the act, a snapshot of abandon—
an effect so eccentric and so necessary,
the creator arranges a second fall from grace,
then a third for good measure, that the threads recline,
three odalisques on the complaisant plaster,
tricked out in nothing but Possibility.272
The law of gravity may seem “unalterable,” but that does not make it static. Continuities
can anchor rather than constrain; they can be harnessed—and then productively
“extended.” The “aerial gesture” manipulates gravitation in order to create artworks that
newly visualize and materialize its downward force—while simultaneously
demonstrating its suspension. An artist’s drop shapes the “spatiotemporal gap” it initiates,
yielding a pictorial index of both its origin and cessation. These artworks are not
“illustrations” of gravitation so much as portraits of the gesture that enlisted and
subverted its pull. Encountering them, we imagine and sustain that act, multiplying its
forms of “stoppage.” Paired “state[s] of Rest”—the suspended bookends of a fall that
hold gravitational potential energy and “nothing but Possibility”—cohere into
imaginative inception.
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CHAPTER 3: “Dynamic Reality Turned Upside Down”: Suspension in Claude
Monet’s Waterlilies

“Doesn’t it follow that as we look at the sky on the surface of these still waters,
this dynamic reality turned upside down, we pursue, in our own imagination,
realities that we can never catch, never keep still?”
—Georges Clemenceau, Claude Monet: The Water-Lilies and Other
Writings on Art, 1928273
“You can invert yourself or the picture at will, lie cheek to cheek with the horizon,
rise on a falling cloud, or drift with lily leaves over a sunken sky.”
—Leo Steinberg, “Monet’s Water Lilies,” 1956274
What is an upside down picture? Claude Monet’s waterlily paintings both pose
and respond to this question. Produced in the last decades of his life, between 1892 and
1926, the nearly two hundred fifty existing canvases portraying his “water garden” at
Giverny are a collective portrait of suspension and oscillation.275 Built into their
indefinite compositions and material surfaces is a state of gravitational uncertainty—a
renegotiation of the picture’s relationship with fixed axes. Immersive in scale, their
273

Georges Clemenceau, Claude Monet: The Water-Lilies and Other Writings on Art (1928), trans. Bruce
F. Michelson (Windsor & Downs Press, Illinois Open Book Publishing Network [IOPN]: 2017);
doi:10.21900/wd.1.
274
Leo Steinberg, “Monet’s Water Lilies (1956),” in Other Criteria: Confrontations with Twentieth-century
Art (New York: Oxford University Press, 1972), 235.
275
The primary catalogue raisonné for Monet’s work was compiled by Daniel Wildenstein; a type-specific
catalogue raisonné for the waterlilies is included in Monet Water Lilies: The Complete Series, ed. JeanDominique Rey and Denis Rouart (Paris: Flammarion, 2008) which compiles 254 works considered to be
in the series. While there are surely compositional developments and changes throughout Monet’s time
working on this subject, scholarly efforts to put them into definitive sequences have often been
inconclusive, especially since the great majority of the extant canvases were in Monet’s collection when he
died—and because the artist is known to have worked on canvases repeatedly over long periods of time. As
a result, I treat the body of work largely as a whole, attending to chronological shifts only when they are
evident and impact my analysis. As a further note about linguistic usage: various institutions and
publications refer to these paintings alternatively as Waterlilies, Water Lilies, or Water-lilies, or simply the
lowercase and collective “waterlilies;” throughout this chapter I have selected the latter when I address the
body of work generally, and when referring to a specific object, I have remained true to the title used by the
institution where the painting is housed. While this results in a number of different terms being used
throughout, that variation has been left intact in order to maintain the integrity of the way in which an
object is known in the world.

121

watery depths confuse expectations, as they lack clear horizons or secure earthen
foregrounds (Fig. 3.1). Such unsettled orientation is, moreover, not contained to the
picture. Met with these ungrounded expanses of paint, we, too, are unmoored—
imaginatively echoing and embodying their indeterminate spatiotemporal coordinates.
Though these canvases were described as “upside down” when first exhibited in
1909 and again during the so-called Monet revival of the mid-twentieth century, the
implications of this observed axial disruption have yet to be explored. In fact, the broader
trope of the modern “upside down picture”—the idea that a work without an apparent
internal compass would look the same regardless of its orientation on the wall—is itself
under-investigated.276 Oft-repeated, this notion of pictorial proclivity toward rotation is
deeply imbricated in the history of modernism, but it is just as frequently dismissed—
used as shorthand to signify abstraction and thus deemed a simple critique leveled at nonrepresentational imagery. I aim to complicate this narrow definition, problematizing the
conditions in which composition finds itself released from determinant coordinates.
Resuscitating the gravitational tenor of period accounts of Monet’s waterlilies grants the
category of the upside down picture more nuance, expanding its terms and implications.
Unpacking the observations of those who see in Monet’s Nymphéas a kind of
axial ambiguity, this chapter considers what such ungrounded pictorial capacities offer
276
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modern painting—and the embodied viewers who encounter these objects.277 When a
canvas eschews a clear axis, its painted content can suggest—indeed, invite embodied
echoes of—that very suspension. Acknowledging the midcentury afterlife of Monet’s
works—and their specific appeal to Abstract Expressionist artists and audiences thirsty
for immersive and imaginatively liberatory painted space—I see in the Nymphéas a
multidimensional pivot point; the rotational potential hinted at in early Impressionist
painting is ultimately sustained and portrayed in the late waterlilies, setting in motion an
experiential “gravitational imagination” which was reaffirmed by the sensibility of the
Space Age.
While monographic in its arc, my analysis partly serves as a case study of a
phenomenon; Monet’s waterlilies offer a distinct angle onto a trope of modernism,
historicizing, establishing, and elaborating its manifestations. I do not purport to
undertake a survey of all artworks that have ever been deemed upside down or been
subject to gravitational scrutiny; such a study would merely be an inventory. This account
instead considers Monet’s late waterlilies as canvases that set and test the limits of the
upside down picture—typifying its problematics and possibilities, and materializing the
state of suspension at its core.
The Nymphéas thus thematize the potential that arises when gravity comes into
question within and around the picture plane. A myriad of authors have investigated the
ways in which Monet was dedicated to the pictorial capture of color and light—but the
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focus on these compositional elements has often precluded attention to other aspects of
his painterly syntax. As a force that is only made visible through its effects, gravity is less
immediately apparent in its hold over artistic production and form—but I contend that an
experimental approach to its pull is central to the body of work that occupied much of
Monet’s last two decades.
The point is not so much whether any of the waterlilies would in fact look
identical regardless of their orientation on the wall—but that they remove, or at least
challenge, previously coded navigational devices. In fact, the upside down picture has
been too summarily considered synonymous with the “reversible” picture, an
iconographic category that Dario Gamboni defines in part through an analysis of Monet’s
Mornings on the Seine series—when, as I aim to show, the painter complicates and
expands the classification beyond such simple vertical conflation.278 In the absence of
clear pictorial axes, we are held by and suspended within the paintings’ enigmatic space
and time. That the works invite imagined reorientations, then, is enough to dislodge them
from sensory and even physical fixity. It is the suggestion of inversion—the capacity to
be deemed upside down pictures—that grants Monet’s canvases a particularly productive
relationship with phenomenological and gravitational constraints.
The waterlilies thus prompt questions: why would we, as viewers, be compelled
and confounded by a painting’s axial illegibility? What does the resulting rotational
potential offer our imagination? In a world governed by gravity, pictorial suspension that
renders this seemingly inexorable force less fixed offers an especially modern form of
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pictorial ambivalence. If modernity is often equated with increased uncertainty, the
waterlilies recast its conditions—yielding a productive disorientation.

Upside Down
Upside down. The term assumes a governing axis; an “upside” signals
preference—a fixed conception of spatial belonging marked by binary orientation. Such
directional descriptors suggest that our existence is so dictated by gravity that its hold is
intransigent. Reversing gravitational logic is thus an avenue to an alternate existence—or
even symbolic of that which exceeds the real. Our world is made strange when a force as
fundamental as gravity seems in flux.
Historically, imagery dating back to the Middle Ages portrays a “world upside
down” in which a population of imagined figures often live in reverse, walking on the
ceiling in cities hanging from the sky (e.g. Fig. 3.2).279 Their axial inversion is alterity
embodied—an apex of imagined distance from the lived reality of the artists who
conjured these upturned realms. Evolutions of the form engage similar conceptual
processes, even if they are removed from actualized physical rotation; images and fables
under the moniker The World Turned Upside Down—in a trend that persists today but
that held particular resonance in the late nineteenth century—reverse expected dynamics,
often unseating typical agents of power: kites fly children high in the air, fish are airborne
while birds reside underwater, and rabbits point rifles at their hunters (Figs. 3.3 and 3.4).
279
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These parables of role reversal bespeak a realm in which norms are thwarted and
inverted.
Taken to one limit, this association between the upside down and difference can
have somber connotations. In an eerie foreshadowing of present-day climate debates,
Jules Verne’s 1889 satirical farce Topsy Turvy traces the travails of a group of men
determined to tilt the earth’s axis so as to shift the North Pole to switch place with the
tropics in order to exploit the natural resources believed to be at that apex of the globe;
their hubris has destructive consequences. A sampling of more contemporary book titles
including “upside down” frequently outline conditions that are awry: Uruguayan author
Eduardo Galeano’s 1998 Upside Down: A Primer for the Looking-Glass World is a
searing exposé of so-called “first world” privilege through the lens of the “third;” while
Yang Jisheng’s The World Turned Upside Down: A History of the Chinese Cultural
Revolution employs the conceptual trope to unearth and scrutinize devastating effects of
that chapter in history.
Intriguingly, many of these texts—like the historic imagery, fables, and a 1928
declaration by Georges Clemenceau, calling Monet’s waterlilies “a world upside
down”—correlate inversion with a newly-conceived “world.”280 Gravitational reversal
thus implies a kind of counterpart for our lived experience. In the television show,
Stranger Things, for instance, the sinister alternate world its young protagonists contend
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with is aptly known as the “Upside Down” (Fig. 3.5): while this realm does not explicitly
upend gravitational poles, its effect is one of profound disorientation—and the visual
marker that indicates a shift to the “Upside Down” is a floating morass of nondescript
white fluff, a physical substance that seems not to obey the law of gravity. Our sensorial
associations with such suspended matter often encode an “otherworldly” presence,
signified by popular culture references in which resistance to gravity marks pivotal
moments of enacted magical power.281
Not all upside downs signal a disavowal of our world, however—nor are they
necessarily sinister. A number of Monet’s contemporaries offered philosophical and
experiential accounts of the natural origins and benefits of inversion. Ralph Waldo
Emerson proposed that the effect of looking at a landscape upside down could bring new
energy and perspective to one’s relationship with nature, advising his readers: “Turn the
eyes upside down, by looking at the landscape through your legs, and how agreeable is
the picture, though you have seen it any time these twenty years!”282 This oft-quoted
passage has inspired approaches to visual composition, and even, as P. Adams Sitney
argues, filmic modes.283 In a related passage of Emerson’s journals, he writes: “’Tis a
pretty revolution which is effected in the landscape by simply turning your head upside
down, or, looking through your legs: an infinite softness and loveliness is added to the
picture. It changes the landscape at once from November to June. Or as Ellery declared
281
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makes Campagna of it at once; so he said, Massachusetts is Italy upside down.”284 This
upturned perceptual experience offers a markedly different, and far more appealing,
register than the foreboding television “Upside Down” of Stranger Things. Moreover, in
the essay “Nature,” Emerson precedes his description of these envisioned gymnastics
with the observation: “The least change in our point of view, gives the whole world a
pictorial air.”285 Here, a literal “revolution” of one’s perspective not only enhances one’s
experience of scenery, but does so in a way that transforms the banal into the artistic. The
upside down emerges as a conduit onto the pictorial.
Within the context of psychology and perception, Emerson’s contemporary
William James similarly argued that inversion offers an avenue to refreshed perspective.
Again, the theoretical maps onto the artistic, as James explicitly includes the example of
an upside down picture in addition to physical reorientation of our bodies. To activate
heightened awareness, he writes that:
[A] well-known change is when we look at a landscape with our head upsidedown. Perception is to a certain extent baffled by this maneuver; gradations of
distance and other space-determinations are made uncertain; the reproductive or
associative processes, in short, decline; and, simultaneously with their diminution,
the colors grow richer and more varied, and the contrasts of light and shade more
marked. The same thing when we turn a painting bottom-upward. We lose much
of its meaning, but, to compensate for the loss, we feel more freshly the value of
the mere tints and shadings, and become aware of any lack of purely sensible
harmony or balance which they may show.286
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Here, the pictorial aspects of our world observed by Emerson are extended to the realm of
the upside down picture which, in its newfound uncertainty, can open pathways to
augmented insight and enhanced perception. Though the stability of recognition may be
lost, expanded awareness is gained.
Making real Emerson and James’ appeals to the transformative potential of
shifting perspective, Wassily Kandinsky benefitted from just such an unmooring
encounter with an upturned image. In an oft-recounted anecdote from his
“Reminiscences,” the artist tells us that, upon returning to his studio one evening, he was
“enchanted by an unexpected view.” Emphasizing both the temporal and spatial aspects
of the experience, he continues: “suddenly I saw an indescribably beautiful picture
drenched with an inner glowing. At first I hesitated, then I rushed toward this mysterious
picture, of which I saw nothing but forms and colors, and whose content was
incomprehensible. Immediately I found the key to the puzzle: it was a picture I had
painted, leaning against the wall, standing on its side.”287 For Kandinsky, disorientation
provides the platform for an epiphanic moment—a literal new angle onto his artistic
production. What it offers is space for productive mis-recognition—or at least access to
the creative capacities of the unfamiliar.
Whether deemed an attribute or a detriment, this lack of clarity—this way of
making-strange—is a distinct marker of the upside down. For James and Emerson,
disorienting and thus reorienting a view offers fresh perspective precisely because it is
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unexpected—because it reframes our relationship with our world, affording novel views
and the revelatory insights that accompany such expansive vision.

Upside Down Pictures
How, then, do these dynamics operate in the pictorial realm? It is because the
upside down picture depends upon a logic of uncertainty that its proliferation runs
parallel to the emergence of abstract painting, replete with depicted content that is not
tethered to referents in the world. Kandinsky’s narrative may have concretized this
connection between pictorial rotation and the birth of abstraction, but his studio-based
epiphany was by no means the first time artworks had been upturned, or had, in more
active terms, even invited physical rotation. In his response to the 1877 Impressionist
exhibition, Théodore Duret recounted a sale of paintings at Hôtel Drouot, where the
public audiences “amused themselves with passing several of them round from hand to
hand, turned upside down. This witticism had emanated with the Le Charivari; it
professed that in the Impressionist landscapes the line of the horizon was
indistinguishable, that earth, water, and sky were equally amorphous, and that
consequently it made no difference whether the bottom of the picture became the top or
the top the bottom.”288 Here, the physical inversion of objects emerges as a diversion. To
a public primed by the so-called optical toys that activated images—like the
zoöpraxiscope that Eadweard Muybridge invented to grant motion to his still imagery, or
the stereographs he and so many other photographers produced—the Impressionist
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landscape perhaps begged to be played with—to be animated.289 Extending this parallel
with entertainment and humor, Duret goes on to mention that “[t]he pleasantry became
popular and found its way into the theaters. An impressionist dauber was introduced into
the revues, and was represented as incapable of finding out which was the top and which
the bottom of the canvases that he had smeared with paint upon the stage.”290 Artists
incapable of establishing clear gravitational axes in their paintings became the brunt of
jokes.
As Duret’s observations attest, the notion of an upside down picture was already a
part of popular cultural currency by 1877. James McNeill Whistler was lambasted for his
quasi-abstract canvases—most famously in the trial against John Ruskin of the same
year; and in that setting, upside down compositions played a key role: when his
Nocturnes were presented as evidence to show the court, the images were shown upside
down, either owing to confusion about their intended orientation or as a crude critique.291
His art was the subject of multiple columns in 1878 published as “The ‘Upside-Down’
Joke,” to which he responded with a letter to the editor entreating that he “once and for
all, be placed before a sensitive public ‘right side up.’”292 Even in contemporary settings,
works from this series have a history of being shown or reproduced upside down.293
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Such rotation was thus not only temporary; some objects were installed upside
down because their compositions did not seem to dictate a certain orientation. Caspar
David Friedrich was reportedly angered by his works being rotated on their axes, while
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe later observed of the artist that “his paintings can be
viewed equally well from bottom side up.”294 In the United States, artist John Henry
Twachtman was likewise bemused to discover one of his paintings hung upside down in a
collector’s home.295 Though the incident post-dates many of those recounted above,
Emily Ballew Neff cites it to claim historic precedence, asserting that “Twachtman is
perhaps the first modern artist whose canvases were hung upside down; their perspectives
and orientations were sufficiently vague to invite confusion about how best to hang
them.”296 However chronologically inaccurate, Neff’s assertion is telling in that it implies
that such an installation mishap is a badge of honor—a rite of passage that grants him
legitimacy as a “modern artist.” If abstract art, that emblem of modernism, is partly
defined by such axial illegibility, its forebears must have their own brushes with its
effects, echoing Kandinsky’s epiphanic experience.

https://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/correspondence/recno/display/?cid=04030.
293
For instance, the Philadelphia Museum of Art object file for the Nocturne in the institution’s collection
indicates that the work has been hung in both orientations (Nocturne, 1875-1880, Philadelphia Museum of
Art, Cat. 1111; https://www.philamuseum.org/collection/object/101799).
294
Klaus Lankheit, “Die Frühromantik und die Grundlage der ‘gegenstandslosen’ Malerei,” Neue
Heidelberger Jahrbücher, n.s., 1951, 58; as cited in and translated by Dario Gamboni, Potential Images,
52.
295
This anecdote was repeated in 1913 by Twachtman’s close friend and fellow painter, J. Alden Weir, and
then re-told by art historian Duncan Phillips. Twachtman, whom Phillips notes was aspiring to work in the
style of Monet, arrived at the home of a newfound collector who had purchased his work from an 1893
exhibition at the American Art Galleries which also included works by Monet “for purposes of
explanation” (Duncan Phillips, Julian Alden Weir: An Appreciation of His Life and Works [New York: E.P.
Dutton & Company, 1922], 25-26). The painter was bemused to find his work hanging upside down.
(“Artists Give Dinner to J. Alden Weir,” New York Times, November 26, 1913, 5).
296
Emily Ballew Neff, The Modern West: American Landscapes, 1890-1950 (Yale University Press, in
assoc. with The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, 2006), 70.

132

Echoing the oscillating connotations of the very category of the upside down, not
all artists were unnerved by the apparent instability of their works’ internal compasses.
J.M.W. Turner, for instance, upon seeing one of his canvases exhibited in a direction that
was opposite from the way he had painted it, is reported to have encouraged that the work
remain in its new orientation, observing that he felt it looked better that way.297 As with
the broader phenomenon of the upside down, what connects these anecdotes is a sense of
vagueness, a lack of discernible orientation or points of reference from which to gain a
sense of fixed position. By this measure, even artworks with clear origins in the world
could fall prey to physical inversion. In fact, it is landscapes reflected in water that were
perhaps first prone to such rotational choreography.

Reflection as Reversal, or “This Bit of Heaven Below the Horizon”
Despite its entrenched association with abstraction, then, the upside down picture
originates from landscape—from the phenomenon of reflection in water. All the images
we see projected onto this liquid surface participate in an undulation between a physical
world above and its mirrored manifestation below. In this way, it is the landscape genre
that opens space for pictures to become reversible—for gravity to begin to lose its
compositional hold. Recall Duret’s observations about the works that opened themselves
to a game of rotation; the compositions he described were landscapes dependent on the
reflective potential of water—works in which “the line of the horizon was
indistinguishable” and “earth, water, and sky were equally amorphous.” This account,
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though intended to conjure imagery lacking in specificity, nevertheless describes a
particular pictorial category: scenes in which the world is reflected in a body of water.
Still, such fluid-born inversions—even if sourced in nature—can frustrate and
elude our comprehension. Lamenting how even mediocre paintings are often deemed
“successful” because their subjects are recognizable, Robert Reid’s 1903 homage to
Twachtman notes how the opposite is often also true:
[T]he most exquisitely true representation of some unusual or unfamiliar phase of
nature will always be considered unnatural, and, therefore, ‘bad art.’ Take, for
instance, the picture which shows the mirror of a brook, as one looks down into it
on a calm and sunny day. Does one not see reflected there white clouds against
the sky? The world would hang that picture upside down! And yet every one who
has walked afield of a summer’s day has seen, if not observed, this bit of heaven
below the horizon!298
However commonplace the phenomenon of reversal that is intrinsic to reflection, Reid
observes that its translation to pictorial imagery sets our balance and expectations askew.
Once again, the upside down opens onto the strange.
It is in this sense that many viewers have described Monet’s waterlily paintings as
upside down. What we are seeing, in these canvases, is the reflection of the sky as it
meets the surface of the water and the waterlilies themselves. By rendering the mirrored
scene that displays itself, inverted, upon the surface of the water, Monet effectively
reminds us that the world offers us myriad upside down pictures. If we focus our
attention on the reflections that cast themselves downward, we are immersed in nature’s
most emphatic self-portrait. Manifesting what phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty
would later identify as a chiasmatic dualism at the core of the world, watery reflections
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present themselves as the other half of our earthen existence.299 Reversal emerges as a
primary mechanism of representation.
*

*

*

Many of Monet’s early compositions evidence his interest in this echoing of
landscape with its liquid double. Though they still proclaim a legible gravitational axis—
a pictorial “right-side-up,” and thus an “upside down”—numerous paintings demonstrate
water’s role as a dynamic mirror. In Regattas at Argenteuil (Fig. 3.6), for instance, the
distinction between solid ground and watery expanse is clear—as one is portrayed with
more uninterrupted strokes while the other is an oscillating, dispersed pattern of ripple
effects. Ship sails are bold, opaque triangles, while their reversed counterparts are
fluctuations of blue and cream, offset by the diffracted touches of red flickering with
aquiline blue and the green of reflected vegetation. This fractal fluidity occupies nearly
half of the canvas—a painterly commitment that grants it significance if not solidity, and
one that establishes the zones on either side of the water’s edge as of equal importance.
Michel Butor, in his aptly-titled “Monet, or The World Turned Upside Down” of 1962,
offers this astute assessment of the painting:
All the elements composing it, which might otherwise be slightly obscure, are
explained by the upper half, which says: this is a boat, this is a house, etc. The
reflections incite an analysis of what is enumerated above…The semantic relation
of above and below obviously works in both directions: a) the upper names the
lower: this aggregate of blotches which means nothing to you is a tree, a house, a
boat; b) the lower reveals the upper: this boat, this house which seem dull to you
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contain secret congruences of color, elementary images, expressive
possibilities.300
In scenes such as this one, then, we can only make sense of the liquid imagery by way of
its solid counterpart. A similar dialectic is present in the iconic Impression, Sunrise
(1872) (Fig. 3.7); of that canvas, Butor notes: “The red circle in the upper part is there to
tell us that the complex stripe of the lower part is the sun’s reflection which we would
certainly not suspect if the painting were cut in two. The upper half is a title for the
lower.”301 If isolated, the painting’s right lower quadrant amounts to a nonrepresentational staccato of pigmented gestures.302
What these earlier scenes share is a lack of precise consonance between reflection
and that which it reflects. Writing about Monet in 1902, before the majority of the
Nymphéas were produced, D.S. MacColl observes:
When landscape is mirrored in water, the forms of trees, buildings, and other
objects are not only simplified and broadened, but inverted and distorted, for in
any troubling of the surface by ripple or wave the water is broken up into a series
of mirrors tilted at different angles and with various degrees of convexity and
concavity. Into the shivered fragments of these, elongated, shortened, and twisted
images of objects on the bank are worked kaleidoscopically bits of sky and cloud,
and this undulating hash of half-coherent forms which we can gaze at almost as
abstract color and tone gives the nearest to the dream of an art that should be a
play of color only.303
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Reflections are thus fickle images, falling prey to the slightest of disturbances. Most
inverted views illustrate MacColl’s description of fluid flux—but what, Monet’s paintings
begin to ask, becomes possible when reflection does not proclaim itself as such—and
grows instead increasingly indistinguishable from the solid realm above?
Numerous works probe the limits of this question. An 1894 pair of canvases, La
Seine à Port-Villez, Effet du Soir and La Seine à Port-Villez, Effet Rose (Figs. 3.8 and
3.9), are divided evenly by a horizon—but the dark trees at left are nearly identical to
their reflected selves below, forming what Leo Steinberg likened, in other similarly
constructed canvases, to a Rorschach ink blot. Water and sky are virtually the same
color—and the gestural land forms and vegetation at right turn endlessly into one another.
Similar couplings govern the Mornings on the Seine series, undertaken in 1896. In
Branch of the Seine near Giverny (Mist) (Fig. 3.10), water vapor envelops the scene,
overtaking the horizon; it is evident why this body of work is foundational to Gamboni’s
conception of the “reversible” image. Related strategies are at work in London, Houses of
Parliament, Sunlight Opening in Fog of 1904 (Fig. 3.11) and the other compositions from
that series; though the tower looms upright with more solidity than its diagonal double
below, the sun breaking through the clouds is reminiscent of reflected light. Images in
water intermingle with those on land.
In Monet’s experiments depicting his water garden, different dynamics begin to
take precedence. The first scenes that include portions of overturned, reflected imagery
contain some prominent, solid elements. His early succession of views of the Japanese
bridge, for instance, includes the vegetation on either side of its curvilinear structure (Fig.
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3.12). Still, the bridge itself is ultimately floating in the composition; though we trust that
this architecture is affixed to ground, we are not shown the earthly contact. In scenes that
focus more closely on the surface of the water, Monet at first included strips of land
delineating the pond’s—and the picture’s—upper edge (Fig. 3.13). Over time, these
earthen elements, too, receded—so that with a shift in angle, the painter’s primary subject
became the surface of the water, extending in all directions (Fig. 3.14). By removing the
last vestiges of land—forsaking the shore to focus instead on reflection—Monet
effectively omitted the mechanisms of physical containment, rendering his scenes
unbounded. Exceeding the compositional strategies evident in the Mornings on the Seine,
the artist produced imagery that hovers in between; suspended, the waterlilies suggest the
possibility of reversal without taking that inversion to a concise conclusion.
Lacking the traces of a concomitant “right side up” world, water-borne imagery is
therefore no longer reversible, but instead takes on a literal fluidity—a willingness to
move and be moved, and a precarity that could, at any moment, be shifted. Thus, by
solely granting us the image of a reflection—without the perceptual security of that
which it reflects—Monet suspends gravitational logic, placing the picture’s orientation
newly in question. Depictions that are legible as reflections but that nonetheless lack a
referent make the disruption of coordinates their very subject.

“An encounter with a world turned upside down, made unfamiliar”
This logic underpins accounts that describe Monet’s waterlilies as upside down.
By calling attention to the fact that the world already contains natural-born pictorial
rotation—and isolating its conditions—Monet began a compositional and conceptual
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exploration of newly-conceived upside down pictures. This less-discernable relationship
with gravity was apparent to the paintings’ first viewers, and was again observed during
the Monet revival of the 1950s-1960s; the idea that unmoored scenes could instill a
suspended perspective shapes their enthusiastic reception in both eras. In the numerous
and overwhelmingly positive reviews of the 1909 Durand-Ruel exhibition of so-called
Paysages d’eau, Monet’s paintings were frequently described as upside down in so far as
they reversed the expectation of where the sky should be relative to the ground—but their
claim to this transposition was, again, a direct connection with a phenomenon in the
world. Because the paintings were almost entirely composed of reflections, they held
enigmatically inverted representational traces of the world.
Poetic interpretations of this painterly upside down proliferate. René-Marc Ferry
writes that the canvases “appear upside down beneath this cool mirror that is sensitive to
the most delicate nuances of hour and light…”304 F. Robert Kemp observes:
Not even a corner of sky above this water without horizon; not a bunch of leaves.
But upon this clear and sensitive mirror, the sky is reflected and leaves see
themselves. …All the nuances of the day can be found: these opal tints are the sky
at sunrise; these orange and violet tones come from the setting sun; this mirroring
water into which powerful images plunge, upside down, offers itself to the
shifting gaze of noon.305
The natural-born “images,” Kemp reminds us, are upside down, calling attention to the
watery surface as the site of the upside down picture—a kind of active host, inviting the
pictorial. With a slightly different emphasis, Louis Gillet calls the canvases themselves
upside down—largely due to the ways they reverse viewers’ expectations regarding the
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location of sky and light; he observes: “the artist strictly limits himself to reflections: with
this consequence that one has an upside-down picture. The (invisible) trees announce
themselves only through their images. The sky—ingenious surprise—instead of forming
a cupola touches the lower border of the frame, and the brightest note, ordinarily the
highest, is here at the base.”306 Gravitationally-encoded understandings of how the
world—and its pictorial representation—are organized, are here disrupted. Similarly,
Georges Clemenceau describes the Nymphéas as “an encounter with a world turned
upside down, made unfamiliar, inducing the eye to mediate these waves of color,
symphonically blended. Drawing us into the most elegant webs of visual experience, this
novel adventure for the eyes rewards our effort by enriching our powers of
perception.”307 Echoing Emerson and James, Clemenceau detects a salutary perceptual
effect.
These observations—still only a sampling of the mentions of the “upside down”
in relation to Monet’s waterlilies—evidence a viewing public attuned to the artist’s plays
with gravitational disruption. Significantly, Monet’s late waterlilies never claim to be
“reversible.” These are not compositions that call our attention to a symmetry and
similitude between the world and its reflected mirror image, as did works like the
Mornings on the Seine. By only offering one view—an already upturned image—these
canvases resist solely binary inversions and reversals; they depend not on doubling, but
on an enigmatically profuse single view.
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Despite this distinction, some have seen an element of reversibility in Monet’s
evocative representations of reflection. Channeling both the early criticisms of
Impressionist landscapes and the rotational capacity Gamboni aligns with “potential,”
these commentators perceive the waterlilies to be revolved on their axes. Contemporary
scholar Jean-Dominique Rey goes so far as to assert that “every one of the Water Lilies,
Water Gardens, or aquatic landscapes of the period in which the water reflects trees,
flowers, or the sky can be turned upside-down without affecting the balance of the canvas
in any way.”308
While this is technically not true—as a rotation of a work like Blue Water Lilies
(Fig. 3.15) does reveal some difference between the two orientations—the fact that it
invites such interpretations reveals an in-built instability—an uncertain relationship with
a vertical axis. To poet Eugenio d’Ors, this trait detracted from the paintings’ impact.
Writing in 1928, he asserted:
A seascape which could be inverted… would be a bad painting. Turner himself—
audacious though he may be in luminous fantasies—never risks painting a
reversible seascape, that is, one in which the sky could be mistaken for the water,
and the water for the sky. And if the impressionist Monet, in the controversial
series, Les Nymphéas (The Water Lilies), did it, it can be said that he found his
penance in the sin, for Monet’s Les Nymphéas has never been, and will never be
considered, in art history, a normal product; but rather a caprice, which, though it
may caress our sensibility for a moment, certainly has no claim to acceptance into
the ennobling archives of our memory.309
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D’Ors’ scathing dismissal of a perceived reversibility in Monet’s works, which marks
them as both a “sin” and “caprice”—ultimately establishes them as what he would deem
to be “bad painting.” Here echoing Reid’s earlier lamentations that audiences would not
appreciate such portrayals of a “heaven below the horizon,” d’Ors is clearly more aligned
with those Hôtel Drouot audiences of 1877. As Duret’s recollections established, the
notion that a work’s “correct” orientation is indistinguishable was then, and has continued
to be, a trope of criticism, a perceived marker of illegibility—or at least a loosening of
connection with the realm of reality.

Embracing the “Impossible”—Criticism’s Upside Down
Still, most descriptions of Monet’s waterlilies as upside down do not fall into the
category of derision or humor—nor are they necessarily even applied due to a perceived
lack of clarity in representation. Gaston Bachelard, in a broader analysis of what he terms
the “material imagination of water,” quotes d’Ors’ negative assessment of the waterlilies,
framing the passage by proclaiming the degree to which he disagrees with the poet’s
views: “How willingly shall I, unlike d’Ors, accept a work of art which gives the illusion
of mobility, even through deception, if this error opens the way to reverie for me. This is
just what I feel in the presence of Les Nymphéas.”310 For Bachelard, the effect of Monet’s
waterlilies outweighs their possible origins in pictorial trickery. The end result is
overwhelmingly positive.
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Moreover, as Rey astutely observes, d’Ors’ contempt ultimately classifies Monet’s
maneuvers as pioneering. The poet’s misgivings, Rey notes, “reveal with uncanny
accuracy what was indeed new in the work. Innovation is never recognized immediately
because it goes straight to the essential and disturbs the established order.”311 Similarly,
though the trope of the upside down picture partly originates from a jab meant to quantify
the illegibility of modern art—this humor does not detract from its impact. On the
contrary: a joke is never merely a joke—but a register of historic specificity, a kind of
cultural barometer that assumes shared social constructions of meaning. For something to
have reached the realm of humor, its operations must depend upon collective
understanding—yielding a kind of social shorthand and communicative currency.
As a group, the Impressionists were masters at harnessing critique and making it
serve them—as the form of expression they developed was born outside established
structures and came into its own through resistance to pre-ordained pictorial order. Their
very adopted collective name has its origins in this process of counterintuitive
reclamation—itself a form of conceptual inversion. What began as an affront, once turned
on its head, emerges as bolstering self-definition. That the patriarch of Impressionism’s
canvases embraced whatever complex and perhaps transgressive connotations may have
been attached to the upside down picture is thus not surprising; gravitational dynamics
that had at first been criticized could ultimately be adopted and manipulated. The
perceived lack embedded in an uncertain pictorial orientation is here transformed into an
augmentation, an advantage. Why settle for a singular pole, Monet’s paintings seem to
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ask, when more directions or possibilities are available? Or, in compositional terms: why
must a painting only convey and encapsulate a singular angle?
In a 1900 interview, Monet glorified moments of deviation in his life—holding
himself up as one to defy established modes. Of the early days of his career, before he
and colleagues orchestrated what would be come to known as the Impressionist
exhibitions, the painter crafts a romanticized narrative of the group’s coalescing and
abandonment of established mentors’ studios: “I preached rebellion to them.”312 About
his early artistic undertakings, he notes “I threw myself body and soul in the plein air. It
was a dangerous innovation;” these embodied terms, it is worth noting, frame his
enterprise as one that is engaged with the metaphorics of gravity.313 However
retroactively constructed, this narrative—perhaps most especially due to its status as an
embellished life story—offers a window into his desire to be seen as seeking resistance to
norms.314 The aspects of his subjectivity he deemed worthy of emphasis, or even
exaggeration, reveal the traits he valued and sought to prioritize. Even if the “upside
down” conjured some derision as he embarked on images fulfilling that description, then,
perhaps the implied defiance itself had an allure. What had been the brunt of jokes was
now a source of inspiration. As Monet had so often done throughout his career, the
painter internalized and then reframed criticisms leveled against him.315
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By engaging with pictorial inversions, he was partly also embracing an artistic
dare—seeking out elements of the world which provided the optimal painterly challenge.
Observing this behavior, Butor notes of Monet: “what he is looking for is not something
that lends itself to painting but, as he wrote so often in his letters, something ‘impossible
to paint,’ something that will allow him to give the final surface of his painting that
dynamic instability which is the essential of his art.”316 Monet had a reputation for this
kind of testing of painterly limits. For the catalogue of a 1905 exhibition in Boston—even
before most of the waterlilies had been created or seen by the public—Desmond
Fitzgerald writes:
A candid study of all these great productions, some of them representing the most
difficult problems in landscape art, and many of them hardly attempted before,
will convince the worshipper of nature that one of the great pioneers in landscape
work in the present age is still earnestly striving to master the problems of his art
and as diligently as at the threshold of his career.317
In attempting the “impossible” in the final decades of his life, Monet was perhaps
intentionally taking on problems in representation that seemed beyond a painter’s grasp.
Contending with uncertain gravitational dynamics—and their attendant spatiotemporal
and phenomenological effects—typified such an artistic feat.318
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A “Horizon of Water”
How, then, did Monet materialize and refigure the problematics of an upside
down picture? His choice of subject matter is from the outset an affirmation of
fluctuation: again, in turning his gaze entirely onto the surface of the pond—to the
exclusion of the bank that forms its earthen edges—Monet designated water the
protagonist of his canvases. It is worthy of note that his 1909 exhibition was entitled Les
Nymphéas: Série de paysages d’eau—literally showing a “series of landscapes of water.”
Considering the artistic undertaking in light of that poetic, and somewhat contradictory,
appellation—how can we have landscapes composed entirely of water, after all?—makes
us all the more cognizant of the fluid environment sustained within their painted surfaces
and depths. Arsène Alexandre referred to them succinctly as “landscapes without
landscape.”319
David Clarke, whose volume Water and Art devotes a chapter to Monet, calls
attention to the ways this liquid medium complicates the terms of artistic
representation.320 Its elusive structure—as an ever-moving and shape-shifting
substance—renders water nearly impossible to capture in paint—making it a veritable
invitation to Monet’s ambitious inclinations. As the artist wrote to Gustave Geffroy in
1890, even before he had begun in earnest on the waterlilies: “I have once more taken up
things that can’t be done: water with grasses weaving on the bottom…It’s wonderful to
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see, but it’s maddening to try to paint it. But I’m always tackling that sort of thing!”321
Monet’s capacity to portray that very dissolution is true to his subject precisely because
he materializes its intractable indeterminacy.322
However consistent his interest in water, then, the artist’s approach to this element
aligned with its variability, evolving and shifting throughout his life to culminate in the
project to render what Maurice Guillemot described in 1897 as “a round room whose
walls… [are] entirely occupied by a horizon of water.”323 To mobilize a different
intersection between liquidity and the limits of our view, recall Kemp’s evocative
description of the 1909 exhibition: “Not even a corner of sky above this water without
horizon.”324 This assessment matches Monet’s own, who wrote to Geffroy of envisioning
the “theme of the Nymphéas… carried along the walls, its unity enfolding all the
panels…to produce the illusion of an endless whole, a wave without horizon and without
shore.”325 The horizon thus emerges as both an ultimate subject and a pronounced lack
defining the waterlilies. If Duret had reported that in Impressionist landscapes of 1877
“the line of the horizon was indistinguishable,” it now exceeded that imperceptibility—
seeming at once accentuated and expunged. Echoing the underlying operations of the
upside down—which employs dynamic reversals in order to yield meaning—this linear
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figure of visuality upon which so many compositions depend stands as a metaphor for
liminality.
How, then, did Monet navigate portraying the horizon—and how might it
simultaneously become and dissolve into water? While my study does not warrant a
comprehensive account of the artist’s approach to this compositional device, a few
pictorial episodes inform his approach to the Nymphéas. In The Rocks at Belle-Île, The
Wild Coast of 1886 (Fig. 3.16), the edge of the water and the horizon are synonymous, as
is typical in seascapes; though heightened, this linear division between sea and sky offers
a conflation that makes its way to the more intimately-scaled Mornings on the Seine
series, in which the horizon—however blurred—is a joint between the water and the land
and sky. Even in scenes with earthen horizons that recede beyond bodies of water, the
intersection point between that land and liquid constitutes a pivot, amounting to a kind of
internal “horizon” in so far as it is a pictorial hinge. Again, Monet’s early approaches are
instructive: his attention to these kinds of edges—and the role they play in offering or
precluding potential rotation—is operational as early as 1868, in On the Seine at
Bennecourt (Fig. 3.17). The fact that Monet portrays the reflection of the house at left,
but obscures its architectural counterpart, makes this composition one that puts particular
pressure on the function of this “threshold zone” in the construction of upside down
pictures. This canvas demonstrates what such a watery fulcrum has the compositional
power to grant and withhold. The angle Monet selected to compose the scene assigns
significant space to the embedded upside down picture of the reflection—doing so in a
way that calls our attention to what that dispersed inverted imagery offers that the
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structural world cannot, and vice versa.326 The pictorial element that is adjudicating this
distinction is the pivot of an internal threshold.
Works that portray these linear zones activate them as vertical connectors between
water and that which it reflects. Even scenes in which the division is not explicitly
demarcated—such as the Mornings on the Seine—depend upon rotation around a fixed
intermediary that analogizes the two zones it intercepts. Whether or not they are visually
interchangeable, these divergent pictorial spaces offer up two alternating possibilities,
accentuating the joint between them.
The Nymphéas instead inhabit that very space—perpetually activating its
rotational potential. Materializing and expanding what Jacques Derrida would have
termed a “parergon”—famously figured in the frame’s simultaneous presence on the wall
and “in” the picture—the canvases become portraits of thresholds.327 Positioning this
condition within the context of prior artistic developments proves illuminating: as Hollis
Clayson’s analyses of the depicted thresholds in Impressionist painting acknowledge,
zones of indeterminacy and simultaneity exist in representational space—and in the lived
experience that such scenes portray.328 Impressionist canvases even celebrated these sites
of ambiguity, making their very duality a subject unto itself. Similarly, as André
Dombrowski has shown, Édouard Manet’s The Balcony (1868-69) puts pressure on a
contested space that was designed, and legislated, to be simultaneously private and
326
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public.329 Readying viewers’ eyes for the possibility that a single space could operate as a
hinge—occupying and invoking simultaneity rather than singularity—these portrayals lay
the conceptual foundation for a type of viewing that expects, if not embraces, liminality.
By instating the phenomenological conditions that accompany the space between
up and down, the Nymphéas embrace the potential embedded in mis-recognition and
uncertainty; they make of ambiguity a productive space. Ultimately, a seeming removal
of an element can allow for it to instead become the entire zone or subject of the
painting—what isn’t shown at a distance is rather the very arena the picture inhabits. So
proximal as to be enveloping, thresholds in the Nymphéas are both eradicated and
encompassed. From within these canvases, “horizons of water” could expand infinitely
on all sides. William Seitz recognized these properties in 1960, observing: “Related to
each other and to the frame by a meticulous geometry, the constellations of pads and
blossoms are the only tangible objects. They float above inverted images of sky and trees
on an invisible surface established only by their interrelationship; but the compositions
are not closed, so that the imagination is free to expand in every direction.”330
*

*

*

As Seitz’ formulation makes evident, these canvases are not solely depictions of
the realm of reflection. Even if they constitute “water landscapes,” the paintings contain
at least one other key ingredient: the lilies themselves. As their collective designation—as
Nymphéas, the botanical term for waterlilies—emphasizes, blossoms and lily pads
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punctuate Monet’s liquid surfaces, their physical incursion introducing a symbiosis
between the “real” and the reflected. Their position breaks up any possible continuity of
an inverted reflection, and therefore introduces an axial counterpart. In the 1918 Water
Lilies at Giverny (Fig. 3.18), for instance, downward strokes of vertical inverted foliage
are horizontally syncopated by material ellipses of paint. Rendered in a lighter, more
pastel green dotted with hints of pink and occasional blossoms, these cross sections mark
the surface of the pond, and, in a feat of pictorial conflation—the surface of the canvas
itself.
The physical waterlilies whose portrayals traverse Monet’s canvases are
themselves an organic material poised at the intersection between referent and
representation. The flowers—floating enigmatically atop an ever-lilting liquidity—
counter axial assumptions. As Paul Hayes Tucker observes, they are “suspended on the
water like forms that have magically alighted or appeared. Defying gravity, they move
not in a single direction like normal flowers which respond to air movements, but in
many different and unanticipated ways.”331 Though his observations are merely asides,
folded into a broader argument about sociopolitical context, his verbiage is telling.
Mobilizing the verb at the heart of my study, Tucker’s observations could be extrapolated
to imply that the flowers’ ascensional behavior and proclivity toward shifting directions is
relevant to the task of representing them.
What happens when Monet translates these physical properties to paint? Even in
their suspended state, it is the waterlilies which most clearly tether the canvases to the
331
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worldly. The blossoms act as signifiers of surface, anchoring the scene to our realm while
also revealing the ways in which paint can function as a conveyor of suspension. As
Butor notes: “In the real pond of Giverny, the look of the world would have been
reflected, even without flower; but in the painting its figuration appears only by virtue of
their presence.”332 Perhaps counter-intuitively, then, it is the interruption of the waterlilies
which give these upside down pictures their connection to the upright. We read swaths of
pigment as trees or clouds because the daubs of paint that sit atop them coalesce in our
perception as floating flowers—thus rendering the expanses of undulating color inverted
projections of the world.333
In some cases, the vegetation figuring in Monet’s canvases is not waterlilies, per
se—but these other organic incursions nevertheless accentuate the rotational dynamics at
the heart of his compositional strategy. Water Lilies (Fig. 3.19), for instance, centers on a
picture-within-the-picture that emblematizes reversibility: a bunch of grass grows
simultaneously upwards towards the sky and downward into and atop the water,
revolving enigmatically before our eyes. In fact, soon after this canvas was donated to the
Musée Marmottan as part of Michel Monet’s bequest, its image was reproduced upside
down in an institutional catalogue (Fig. 3.20). The picture seems poised at a hinge—
simultaneously suggesting legibility in either vertical direction.
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Horizontal: Vertical—Expansion and Contraction
Thus, Monet went beyond simply distilling his content to the water garden in
order to manifest gravitational indeterminacy; his compositional and material choices
actively construct suspension. Elements within the pictures reinforce this point—
maintaining a calculated balance between horizontal and vertical. The left side of The
Water Lily Pond, Green Reflections (Fig. 3.21), for instance, includes vertical shocks of
deep blue, interspersed with a green that we read as reflected trees. If not for the bold
elliptical gestures that chart lateral pathways across the canvas, signifying waterlilies, the
suggested vegetation behind, below, and above them would not read as such. Even more
explicitly, the vines in Blue Water Lilies—which are also present in many of the
Nymphéas—forever offset the horizontal blossoms.
These carefully balanced forces maintain a compositional “surface tension,”
establishing a kind of underlying natural-born grid structure. Echoing the explicitly
geometric grids of the Poplars series—most markedly in a work such as The Four
Poplars (Fig. 3.22), the waterlilies internalize the organic potential of that angular form.
Such counterbalancing elements often serve to omit a singular or governing axis—so that
gravity’s unidirectional pull is destabilized. Contemplating The Four Poplars in 1956,
Steinberg perceptively observes that the canvas “can, without loss, be turned upside
down; only its pictorial balance will be shaken. So then the apparent right-side-up-ness of
natural things is but a projection from our human posture. And the pictorial form
arrogates to itself that meaningful necessity which used to belong to the objects
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depicted.”334 This artistic internalization of navigational devices—or their lack—extends
to the Nymphéas.
In an almost dizzying symbiosis between content and form, the waterlily canvases
achieve this linear fluctuation partly because they capture a substance that is at once
surface and depth—a mirror for reflections that renders water opaque and horizontal, but
also a kind of liquid glass through which hints of underwater life can look back at us—a
vertical or diagonal plunge downward. Again, Steinberg offers an expressive reading of
the experience in front of a Water Lilies canvas: “you can do things to it with your eyes—
tip it into a horizontal plane, then let it snap back to an upright sheet; gaze along placid
surfaces, then look through them, five fathoms deep.”335 The canvases seem poised to
expand and contract along multiple axes.
Even the panels at the Orangerie which do include upright tree trunks—their
willow branches forming a kind of vegetal veil that constitutes a lateral or planar
“foreground” of the image—nevertheless also take on the dynamics of rotation (Fig.
3.23). By including the upturned image of reflected sky behind the trees, without any
clear markers of recession, the compositions are somehow simultaneously upright and
upside down—so that the two options are made materially and visually coterminous.
These are surely not reversible images, but they nonetheless take into themselves the
conditions of potential rotation; theirs is not a gravitationally fixed position.
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The very surfaces supporting Monet’s brushstrokes are a telling investigation of
horizontal and vertical counter-balancing. Many of the works which appear most
reversible—whether the Nymphéas, the Mornings on the Seine or the Houses of
Parliament series—are nearly square. The very definition of axial equanimity, the square
resists linear preference. Upon embarking on the waterlilies, Monet took an experimental
approach to format. In addition to the many square canvases included in the 1909
exhibition, he soon explored a set of elongated vertical slices of his water garden (e.g.
Fig. 3.24), counterpoising the eventual extensive horizontals of the Orangerie panels.
Some of the works included in the 1909 installation were in fact round (e.g. Fig. 3.25)—a
shape particularly aligned with the gesture of rotation.336 By offering a range of formats,
Monet contracted and expanded visual access in numerous directions.337
*

*

*

Combined, these angular transpositions effectively dislodge linear perspective.
Rather than projecting recessional depth and volumetric space, the Nymphéas oscillate
laterally and frontally. In Reflections of Clouds on the Water-Lily Pond (Fig. 3.1), blues
seem both behind and under suggestions of lily pads, while gestural white lilts to the
front, only to be overtaken by the dark pool at right. None of the elements recede
diagonally so as to grant our perspectivally-conditioned eyes a sense of volumetric depth;
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instead we see layers of paint and linear intersections. With characteristic sensitivity,
Butor observes the pictorial implications of this contraction and conflation of forces:
Such movement in depth, which gives Monet’s work its aggressiveness, is
possible only through breaking the rules of traditional perspective…Leaning as it
were on the handrail of the frame, the spectator will allow his imagination to
wander in the distance…Monet cuts this flight short. Usually he does it by
choosing a subject whose plane is similar to a painting’s… The plane of the water,
horizontal in nature, representing the act of painting itself which brings the distant
object to us, will always seem to be in the process of becoming vertical, like the
canvas.338
It is partly because of the emphatic verticality of the downward-plunging reflections that
the canvas surfaces read as so vertical—and therefore so proximate, or even consonant,
with the verticality of the canvas itself. If, as Tucker has noted, “the surface of the pond
becomes the surface of the painting,”339 the paintings thus register as at once horizontal
and vertical. We know that the water of the physical pond exists on a horizontal plane,
expanding outward and below where we would stand on the shore—but Monet has not
given us the stability of such a receding view. Instead, we are met with an upturned
surface—an emphatic uprightness that approaches and even re-articulates the wall.340
Still, these are not merely flattened geometric planes, as those writing Monet
retroactively into a history of abstraction might have it, but dynamic surfaces which
suggestively operate in multiple planes simultaneously—and which envelop us,
implicating us in their vertiginous sensibility.
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While many have noted Monet’s abolishment of perspectival construction, they
have done less to map the space he creates in perspective’s wake—nor have they
accounted for its effect on our position relative to, and imaginatively within, the
canvases. Observations about the absence of perspective often still operate according to
its rules—assuming that its linear system is the only route to imagined pictorial
habitation, and thus that its eradication by Monet implies we are banished. As I aim to
show, this is far from the case; rather than demonstrating the absence of a “system”—as
perspective is often described—these paintings construct new positions, expanding the
bounds of pictorial space, and the means for us to inhabit it.

Not “only an eye”
If Monet does away with perspectival structure, he simultaneously removes a
specific point of visual access, as perspective is engineered around a fixed viewer whose
sight is orchestrated by the represented scene. This indirect deflection of the optical is
ironic given how prominently that sense shapes accounts of Monet. Perhaps inattention to
the phenomenological register of his paintings is in fact partly rooted in an entrenched
association between the painter and sight. Clemenceau wrote in 1928, “Monet’s eye—it
was nothing less than the entire man”341—a reformulation of perhaps the most oftrepeated line about the artist, Paul Cézanne’s reported declaration: “He is only an eye.
But, my god, what an eye!”342 By these formulations, Monet becomes virtually
341
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synonymous with opticality.343 More specific to the Nymphéas, Henry Eon waxed
enthusiastically in a review of the 1909 exhibition: “His vision is younger, fresher, and
more delicious than ever. It enchants the eyes.”344 The artist is thus not only remarkable
for his vision; he appeals to our own.
While the painter’s eyes were undoubtedly vital to the creation of his pictures, as
are ours in encountering them—the prioritization of sight has tended to leave other
sensory modes underestimated. Even by the time Monet produced the waterlilies, critics
were beginning to challenge the singular focus on vision. As Mauclair notes in 1924: “it
has been perhaps too often said that he had a marvelous eye, but, as allies to that visual
endowment, came the wealth of feeling and thought patiently garnered in his heart and
mind.”345 If the painter ever had prioritized vision to the exclusion of other senses, that
focus had given way to a broader sensorial experience—which was even identified as
emanating from the painter’s works. As early as 1878, Théodore Duret observed a kind of
corporeal sympathy invoked by Monet’s canvases: “Monet transmits a singularly lively
and striking sensation of the observed scene. His canvases really do communicate
Lewis May (London: John Lane, 1925), 57.
343
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impressions. One might say that his snow scenes make you cold and that his brightly
lighted canvases give off warmth and sunshine.”346 His paintings have the power, then, to
stimulate sensory reaction—to affect our relationships with our bodies—a point that
James Rubin has recently and thoroughly elucidated. What in Rubin’s account becomes a
form of “seeing with the body” stems from our capacity as viewers to feel along with the
paintings we encounter, partly because the physicality of their very surfaces activates far
more than vision.347 Emphasizing this multisensory element as he addresses his readers in
a review of the 1909 water lilies exhibition, Arsène Alexandre hopes that his words will
“entice you to go taste this rare sensation for yourself.”348 This intonation suggests that
the canvases are so expressive and enveloping that audiences can almost ingest them.
Offering a feast of “sensation,” these luscious paintings transcend sight alone; their
textures elicit embodied response.
The notion of “sensation” was especially charged amidst turn-of-the-century
explorations in both psychology and perception.349 Studies measuring physiological
responses to ranges of stimuli were increasingly dictating humans’ relationships with
their bodies and their ways of navigating the world. James’ comments about upside down
pictures, for instance, come out of a volume including chapters on “Sensation” and
346
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“Imagination.” Vision, in his account, is a sense that is deeply tied with fully embodied
perception.350 Not only does the productive upside-down-ness he and Emerson advocate
channel in vogue notions of “pure perception,” it locates mental and phenomenological
mis-recognition as the source for that renewed engagement.
In fact, that very process of not immediately recognizing—of opening oneself to
doubt and unknowing—is itself a pathway toward the “new way of seeing” so many
located in Monet’s canvases. If we are to believe Lilla Cabot Perry’s reminiscences about
the artist, that he claimed to have wished he had been born blind and then suddenly
gained sight, “so that he could have begun to paint in this way without knowing what the
objects were that he saw before him”—he desired access to experience without
preconception and conditioned sight.351 While neither Cabot Perry nor Monet directly
invoked James or Emerson’s entreaties to turn oneself—or one’s pictures—upside down,
the painter surely sought the fresh perspectives that these thinkers attributed to such
corporeal and pictorial inversion—encouraging a relationship with painting that
acknowledges its capacity to dislodge us from the familiar and the expected. Standing on
the bank of a river, our gravitationally-rooted bodies automatically distinguish up from
down; once our view is pictorially translated, however, orientation grows less certain.
This newly or differently activated embodiment yielded a multisensory approach
to Monet’s art—which was often expressed in analogies between his painting and art
350
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forms oriented toward other senses. Among a myriad of observers drawing these
parallels, Mauclair notes that Monet had “embarked on a form of art which is as closely
allied to music as to poetry.”352 Challenging the narratives of ocular primacy in 1957,
Alan Bird proclaims: “Monet was never merely an eye; he was a poet into whose hands
the fairies stuck a paint-brush instead of a pen.”353 The so-called “sister arts” were
manifesting correlated modes of modern suspension just as Monet painted his
waterlilies—in a complex history that falls outside the scope of this study—but this
simultaneous shift is Samuel Jay Keyser’s subject in The Mental Life of Modernism: Why
Poetry, Painting, and Music Changed at the Turn of the Century; he argues for a more
cognitive understanding of the shared spirit of pushed boundaries and resistance to
traditional structures that characterizes the arts of this period—feeling that various
practitioners were together facing the limitations of previous mental modes.354 By
relating Monet’s paintings to music and poetry, these authors perhaps invoke other art
forms to convey the ways in which his canvases seem to materialize the limits of painting
as a medium, while also expanding beyond sight.
Narratives which hold opticality above other modes of engagement often assume
that it operates separate from the body, to the exclusion of other senses; accordingly, it is
taken for granted that the “new way of seeing” Monet makes possible is solely visual.
“Seeing,” though, often has broader conceptual connotations—and the vision Monet
engenders takes advantage of that breadth. Cézanne’s rhetorical exaggeration aside, none
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of us are “only” eyes; even our sight is deeply embodied, so that vision itself is a
corporeal experience. How, then, is Monet’s body implicated in his paintings—and in
what ways are our bodies activated in turn?

Figuring Monet
Though they do not portray people, the Nymphéas nonetheless provide space for
us to inhabit—an imaginary site rather than merely a form of sight. Our presence comes,
perhaps counter-intuitively, by way of Monet’s eradication of directly depicted humanity.
As Anne M. Wagner has productively examined, the artist all but erased the figure from
his paintings by 1880, perhaps wanting to shift away from the freighted implications of
rendering specific subjectivities and the modern forms of selfhood that representation
offered.355 Similarly meditating on Monet’s decided turn away from picturing human
presence, Bird asserts: “Mankind was only incidental to his art.”356
Yet humans need not be portrayed to be present, or even integral; even if the
waterlilies do not depict pictorial surrogates, I contend that our bodies are vital to their
construction. On a visceral level, the paintings’ sheer scale registers corporeally. The
Orangerie panels—and all the many other works made as part of Monet’s post-1909
painting campaign—are “life-sized” renderings of the pond, which allow us to
imaginatively enter the space they establish. Photographs of Monet at work in the
custom-built studio that housed the Nymphéas show a man nearly engulfed by his
canvases—a body offset by fields of paint (Fig. 3.26). The painter is both dwarfed by his
355
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imagery and establishing its proportions. René Gimpel evocatively describes something
of this feeling, recounting his visit to Monet’s studio in August of 1918 with fellow dealer
Georges Bernheim:
[W]e are confronted by a strange artistic spectacle: a dozen canvases placed one
after another in a circle on the ground, all about 2 meters wide by 1.2 meters high:
a panorama of water and water lilies, of light and sky. In this infinitude, water and
sky have neither beginning nor end. It is as though we are present at one of the
first hours of the birth of the world. It is mysterious, poetic, deliciously unreal; the
sensation is strange; it is at once unsettling and pleasurable to see oneself
surrounded by water on all sides and yet be untouched by it.357
Gimpel’s experience of being encircled by Monet’s paintings in unequivocally bodily.
Moreover, he mobilizes a key term of the period—“panorama”—prefiguring the
works’ final installation. Activating the potential of this visual and spatial phenomenon
that had been widely popular in the nineteenth century, Monet composed his final
Orangerie panels “in the round,” so that their effect was dependent on a feeling of being
surrounded by a painted world. Panoramas, aside from yielding a kind of proto-virtual
reality because they sought to envelop their viewers, often accomplished this effect
through the use of strategically heightened vantage points in perspectivally-constructed
scenes.358 When thrust imaginatively into an elliptical image, those within the panorama
looked down and across as its drama unfolded before their eyes—embodying a position
that is elongated simultaneously along vertical and horizontal axes. Monet’s
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compositions, even as they collapse the traditional system of perspective, obfuscating a
horizon line or recessional space, nonetheless play strategically with panoramic
possibilities. They exploit the potential of aerial suspension, offering not a specific,
grounded position from which we could survey or imaginatively enter the scene, but
rather an enigmatically elevated and enveloped one—where gravity is in abeyance. In
The Water-Lily Pond, the Clouds (Fig. 3.27), for instance, our bodies, like the floating
tufts of vapor and liquid curving around us, are somewhere between water and air—and
perhaps simultaneously intersecting with both. Thus, though they do so in nontraditional
fashion, the Nymphéas construct a kind of panoramic logic.
Monet was accustomed to painting while surrounded by water, from the space of
a boat—a position which often served to remove an earthen foreground from any
resulting compositions. He frequently painted from his specially-designed studio boat—
which had crafted slots to hold the myriad canvases on which he worked
simultaneously—and to produce both the Poplars series and Venice scenes, he hired
boats so that he could float across from his chosen subjects.359 In two works titled The
Palazzo Ducale (1908) (Figs. 3.28 and 3.29), the effects of this vantage point are evident:
Monet grants us no stable foreground on which to imaginatively stand.
Of the waterlilies, Adrian Stokes observed in 1958: “There is no ‘lead in,’ we are
in fact enveloped by a relaxed and fluid state.”360 The absence of a clear entrance does
not preclude our presence. Perhaps we are even more readily able to relate to such scenes

359

Paul Hayes Tucker discusses this practice and the various sites from which Monet painted in Venice in
his “The Revolution in the Garden: Monet in the Twentieth Century,” in Monet in the 20th Century, 53.
360
Adrian Stokes, “Monet” (1958), in The Critical Writings of Adrian Stokes, vol. II. (Plymouth: Thames
and Hudson, 1978), 292.

164

precisely because our access is not strictly mapped, and because we are not met with
figural painted avatars whose particular appearance and subjectivity may not match our
own—by whom we would need to be “led in” to the picture. In this spirit, David Gervais
recognizes these paintings as “an irresistible invitation to enter the pictorial world and
short-circuit the usual distinction between spectator and object that determines most
landscape painting.”361 This pictorial enticement acknowledges a bodily relationship
between the viewer and the realm of the waterlilies, in turn yielding a kind of sensorial
habitation. However much Monet’s canvases counter linear perspective, their formulation
of proposed continuity between the space of the viewer and that of the picture is not
unlike the conceptual underpinnings of perspectival compositions—yielding imagined
unity with the aesthetic realm. Again, whereas perspectival orthogonals originate from a
single, fixed position—thereby assuming a stationary viewer—Monet’s interpretation
allows for imaginative access that is multivalent, not dictating a particular pathway.
These pictures indeed have no “lead in” because we are not led; we can arrive from any
angle—and then alter positions.
Inhabiting these “horizons of water” thus implies that we have, in fact, turned the
perspectival picture in on itself—enacting a horizontal form of the rotational logic of the
“upside down.” The canvases, by simultaneously instantiating and eradicating a horizon,
thereby reimagine the role of one of the primary ingredients of linear perspective: the
source and destination of pictorial recession known as the “vanishing point.” We
ultimately occupy that point as it shifts and multiplies, holding it within our ever-moving
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bodies—continually re-orienting the picture’s structure. If we are painting’s equivalent to
theatre’s “fourth wall,” we—like that emblem of audience agency—are a part of its
construction. Suggesting the active role this implies for us as viewers as well as rearticulating Gimpel’s historic formulations, Rey describes the water lilies as “an art that
engulfs the beholder, a painting one enters and which therefore one is no longer merely
looking at, but participating in.”362
Monet’s canvases go beyond inviting our imaginative presence into their
immersive fluid worlds; their indeterminate space can, in fact, have the power to invoke
bodily response. This is born out in contemporary research of viewers’ interactions with
Monet’s paintings. One study into so-called posturography showed that individuals had a
tendency to sway slightly when met with paintings by Monet and their mirror images;
even if subconsciously, viewers physically echoed the movement they sensed in the
paintings.363 Similarly, designer Anthony Dunnigan claims that Monet’s waterlilies
provide an analogue for today’s Virtual Reality technology, noting of one canvas that “the
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lilies, barely the subject of the painting, are convincingly suspended between the ground
and the sky by the surface of the water. If you stare at this image and let your eyes lose
focus, you’ll begin to have a very 3D and a very VR experience…”364 Though clearly a
twenty-first century angle onto these expanses of paint, Dunnigan’s interpretation
suggests that the visual can become an entrée to a more felt, sensorial, and spatialized
awareness. Speaking to the ways such immersion can even imply an extension of the
canvases outward into our space, Butor muses: “how to make the painting invade the
room where it hangs? To do this, Monet sought forms that necessitate a perceptual
reorganization in ourselves. The simplest diagram, characteristic of his art, absent from
that of his friends, is reversal: the act of turning an object upside down.”365

“Walking on the Ceiling”
Butor’s comment suggests that the “perceptual reorganization” implied by an
upturned picture could inspire an embodied echo of its alignment. A 1907 satirical
cartoon published in Le Figaro portrays just such a scenario: met with an abstract
composition that does not dictate a particular orientation, a man upends himself (Fig.
3.30). The caption reads: “The difficult thing is not to paint a picture… but to know how
to look at it!” Even if in jest, this comment on the picture’s illegibility literally sways the
spectator—so that artistic rotational potential results in corporeal movement; the viewer
rather than the object is inverted. The man doing a handstand in the gallery may be
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“looking,” as we are told, but this vision recruits the whole body—readjusting his
relationship to gravity. If a work of art could be “upside-down,” it follows that we as
viewers would need to invert ourselves so as to see it “right side up.” However satirical,
this demonstrates fundamentally embodied engagement—not just sight, but corporeal
response.366
Encountering scenes with nondescript axes can thus inspire a sensation of
inversion. It follows that if the mirrored surface of water renders a worldly scene in
reverse, our gravitationally-conditioned selves do not only, or even necessarily, perceive
the picture as upside down, so much as ourselves. When faced with imagery that is
representational, but that challenges deeply imbricated orthogonal positions, we can be
imaginatively moved—upturned or set afloat. Our bodies are implicated in axial
disorientation.
In the particular manifestations of the upside down that are the Nymphéas, then,
once we are phenomenologically suspended within their horizons—the clear signs of
gravitational stability removed—Monet opens us to the possibility of enacting imagined
reorientations. In front of his canvases, in fact, one reviewer from the 1909 exhibition
describes exactly these envisioned bodily effects:
[T]he basins of water appear to double themselves in a mirror. The feeling
produced by this impression is almost inexpressible. In the water, there are
reflections of trees that one doesn’t see; so that, when one turns away, one is
surprised not to be walking on the ceiling and seeing everyone who has also come
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to admire these magical portraits of fragile flowers, illusory water, changing
reflections, rapid hours, and fugitive instants upside down.367
What Gérard d’Houville (the pen-name for Marie de Régnier) relates is not a sense that
the compositions are somehow removed from reality, but that they—and their portrayed
orientations—affect and even govern our own. She envisions a scene in which all those
looking at Monet’s paintings would be, like the inhabitants of the broadsheets from early
Europe, reversed in their gravitational alignment.
Our bodies are thus not merely implied by, or even invited into, Monet’s
compositions; they can become imaginatively upturned in the presence of his canvases.
Recall Steinberg, who opened my analysis with his corporeal and pictorial acrobatics:
“You can invert yourself or the picture at will…” Butor, too, upends us; after establishing
that the waterlilies anchor the site of representation to the water’s surface, he continues:
“They are the nymphs of the springs, who have entered the city to oblige us to turn
ourselves upside down.”368 The portrayed content—not just a sense of indeterminacy—
inspires a sense of corporeal inversion. Once again claiming and reframing what had been
a trope of satire and criticism, Monet’s canvases simultaneously act out the 1907
caricature and materialize Emerson and James’ dreams of an embodied upside down that
offers new perspective—offering both the results of and the impetus for such rotation.
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“Abstraction and imagination allied with reality”
Before Kandinsky’s legendary epiphanic experience with his own rotated
painting, he had another transformative experience—in front of a canvas by Monet. In
1896, he saw in one of the Impressionist’s Wheatstacks the foundation of his own
liberatory trajectory.369 The painting evinced “nonrecognition” because he could not
recognize the named object and, as he tells us, “suddenly for the first time I saw a
painting;” this led to a revelation: “the object was discredited as an indispensable element
of a painting.”370 Though representational, Impressionism opened itself to forms of
engagement that could imagine art otherwise. Both experiences—with his own work and
Monet’s—invoke mis-recognition; portrayals that were assumed to hold the familiar
instead traffic in the strange.
Yet Monet’s paintings ultimately assert this sensation as wholly real, and
embodied. The de-familiarization when faced with his canvases is distinct from the pure
abstraction with which Kandinsky is most often associated. Rather than operating in the
realm of the imaginary, this overturning of expectations remains tied to earthly
experience, however tenuously. In this context, even Kandinsky’s epiphanies are not so
much about abandoning representational content as they are about opening up to the
breadth of what our lived experience has to offer. His studio realization suggests that an
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unmooring from gravity yields abstraction—that the idea of an upturned world is so
anathema to reality that its onset must mean the incursion of the unreal—but Monet’s
pictures disturb that logic.
The Nymphéas remain of this world. If they suggest otherwise, they do so in a
way that reminds us that our surrounding environments can inspire the capacities of our
imagination. Even when they elicit a sense of the unfamiliar or enigmatic, the waterlilies
intentionally hover at the border of possibility. Translated to the realm of suspension, they
show us not a reality in which gravity no longer exists, more specifically, but an arena in
which it seems temporarily held at bay or in flux. In experimenting with upturning
gravity’s pull, they manipulate the edges of our existence—calling attention to the spaces
in which previously-assumed fixity can give way. What Gillet, among others, wanted to
see as metaphysical tendencies in the waterlilies are better described as acknowledgments
of the liminality that is present within our world. In this way, the waterlilies provide a
literal pivot around which to consider the territory between the “abstract” and the “real.”
Gravity loosens just as the seeds of abstraction begin to emerge in painting—when
pictures can admit, on their surfaces, that they are not entirely illusions but also made
objects.
Even earlier Impressionist paintings are poised to probe the boundaries between
the “real” and the pictorial—as they at once purport to capture the contexts out of which
they were made and put pressure on that very possibility; to their original viewers, these
canvases stubbornly asserted themselves as pictures even as they called attention to
elements of life previously thought unworthy of representation. By portraying subjects
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that were so quotidian as to be familiar, the Impressionists allowed their viewers to see
the paint anew. Rather than be lured into a crafted mythic, religious, or literary fiction,
spectators were met with their own surroundings translated to paint—a gesture which
drew new attention to the medium and with it, different engagement with the message it
could convey. In the waterlilies, Monet re-inverted that logic: by making a seemingly
familiar subject seem unfamiliar through the painterly technique of Impressionist markmaking—which, by the early twentieth century, was familiar enough to have grown
almost passé—he simultaneously asserted the agency of both the paint and the content it
represents, turning them in on each other.
Moreover, whereas academic painting had depended upon an intellectual mode of
interpretation—asking viewers to discern the narrative undergirding a history painting,
recognize the personage depicted in a grand portrait, or mentally narrate the religious
scene portrayed—Impressionist pictures initiated different mental and perceptual
processes, opening space for imagination, or even doubt, to be a part of the viewing
experience. Abstract art takes that doubt to its limits; one of the dominant narratives
about abstraction is its lack of clarity—its refusal to adhere to a singular narrative
structure or meaning—which opens it, in temporal terms, to simultaneous interpretations.
This resistance to individuated meaning also has spatial implications; Monet embraced
and exploited these oscillatory and liminal implications—but from within the realm of the
real, testing limits to make unclear bearings actual. If, as Emerson and James tell us, an
upturned image allows us to access pure observation and phenomenological
understanding—transcending or even short-circuiting the conceptual mechanism of
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making pre-emptive sense of what we see—Monet’s embrace of upside down logic aligns
with his devotion to observe nature closely while allowing for it to seem strange and open
to interpretation. Capturing gravitational indeterminacy is not a remove from the world—
but a turn, or infinite potential turns, toward and within it.
Even if the worldly subjects of Monet’s canvases are not recognizable, then, Seitz
insists that “Monet came closer to perceptual reality than has anyone else.”371 Once again
the conceptual underpinnings of the upside down are at work, as Seitz’s verbiage
intriguingly echoes that of many claiming Monet’s opposite affinity for the abstract.
Duret claims, “In these last series of the Thames at London, of the pond at Giverny, and
of Venice, Impressionism found the extreme reach of its attainment… Monet thus reached
that last degree of abstraction and imagination allied with reality, of which the art of
landscape is capable.”372 In both cases, Monet is cast as approaching a limit “closer to”
and having “reached that last degree”—so that his output doesn’t fully or definitively
cross over into other terrain, but hovers in the vicinity of the intersection. We might say
that the waterlilies inhabit yet another horizon, between abstraction and figuration—
recognizing, yet again, that binary systems of meaning often do not suffice.
Ultimately, as Gervais concludes “It is a moot point whether we are witnessing
the culmination of realism or the birth of abstraction. Happily, of course, there is no need
to plump for either when one can have both.”373 The capacity of these canvases to hold
this simultaneous potentiality is a manifestation of continual ontological oscillation. That
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they manage to declare themselves in neither artistic category definitively, while
engaging both, is a testament to modernist uncertainty—recast as a productive state of
suspension.

“Levitational Predisposition”—the Monet Revival, reoriented
This oscillation between our world and its alter ego—or at least the indeterminate
embrace of a realm that exceeds the recognizable—is part of what stimulated the
enthusiasm for Monet’s paintings in the mid-twentieth century. Accounts from that era
often cast the waterlilies as abstraction’s ancestors—especially generating the painted
offspring of Abstract Expressionist pictures. This attitude could be sourced back to
Kandinsky’s “nonrecognition” when met with both Monet’s Wheatstacks and later, his
own upturned painting. What was once seen as a frustrating lack of clarity—a
nondescript subject—now emerged as generative, a sense of unknowing that seemed ripe
with potential. Writing in 1960, for instance, Seitz asserts that the artist’s later paintings
convey an “almost romantic aura of mystery and indefiniteness,” demonstrating a period
willingness to embrace the enigmatic.374
But narratives that investigate that efflorescence of interest in Monet’s late
work—highlighting its proto-abstract tendencies—have done little to address the
gravitational aspects of Monet’s canvases, or the ways their unbounded sensibility
received renewed attention in the mid-twentieth century. My observations seek to address
that gap—not to reiterate all the terms of the Monet revival, but to foreground the
gravitational tenor of this era’s appreciation for the artist. Seitz’s accounts of Monet are
374
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self-reflexive about their position with respect to changing tastes—an affirmation of the
fact that certain works will appeal to particular epochs and be differently legible
depending on the context in which they are encountered.375 Bearing his call to historic
specificity in mind, it is instructive to consider the so-called Monet revival in light of
gravitational dynamics. Aside from the historic context of the Space Age—so named for
its aspirations toward a world that exists in “zero gravity”—the upside down picture
gained newfound momentum in an era in which Abstract Expressionism thrived. Bruce
Barber analyzes Alfred Hitchcock’s 1955 The Trouble with Harry, in which artist Sam
Marlowe encounters his paintings turned on their axis, referring to the “upside down
abstract” as “the most popular critique of abstraction.”376 When a Matisse cut-out was
vertically inverted for the entire run of a Museum of Modern Art exhibition in 1961, only
to be detected as upside down by a perceptive viewer on the last day of the show, the New
York Times ran a clever newspaper story visualizing the rotational energy of the
occurrence (Fig. 3.31).
This climate made the oscillatory capacities of Monet’s waterlilies particularly
evident, and perhaps led to their appeal or intrigue; viewers were equipped with the
“period sensation” to detect suspended embodiment.377 It was in this context that Butor
penned the essay from which I have drawn, and which typifies the suspended sensibility I
wish to resuscitate—calling attention to the rotations at the heart of the painter’s practice.
The fact that Butor, like Seitz and Steinberg, was particularly attuned to these qualities of
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Monet’s output strikes me as a manifestation of an era increasingly invested in the
possibilities of challenging gravity. Perceptively and poetically, Steinberg observes:
“These scenes offer just enough of the lake to be inadequate for perfect orientation. They
come close to a direct intuition of space, purposefully suspending those locatable objects
which our minds habitually use as resting points, markers for space calibration. Only
now, after a lapse of thirty years, are we quite ready to accept these veiled, moist,
unconfigurated ambiguities.”378 Steinberg acknowledges the ways in which his own time
might be more prepared to look at such uncharted space—concluding his contemplation
of the waterlilies with a succinct formulation of the seeds of my thesis: “In the Water
Lilies, the law of gravity—that splendid projection of the human mind lodged in its
body—is abrogated,” so that painted inverted clouds are “indifferent to any general law
governing falling bodies.”379
Seitz articulates similarly gravitational formulations. He describes the 1908
Venice pictures—produced while Monet was actively working on his water landscapes
and, of course, portraying a floating city—as “the purest examples of the levitational
predisposition that ties his art to that of the twentieth century.”380 This sensitivity to aerial
dynamics moves beyond attention to the subject matter or composition of Monet’s
canvases, even affecting Seitz’ analysis of the artist’s brushstrokes; he refers to the
“oscillating technique that (as in the later series works) seems to raise the pigment
touches from the objects they depict and circulate them freely in the air.”381 And, in an
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ultimate testament to the upside down and all of its attendant dislocations and
reorientations, Seitz concludes:
The universe that Monet discovered in the suspended quiet of his water garden,
and recreated in his last canvases, reawakens dulled sensibilities by cutting
perception loose from habitual clues to position, depth, and extent. It is a world
new to art, ultimately spherical in its allusions, within which the opposites of
above and below, close and distant, transparent and opaque, occupied and empty
are conflated.382
Monet’s canvases offered a proto-history of a Space Age sensorial moment—a pictorial
manifestation of these scholars’ and painters’ cultural zeitgeist—and a particularly
suggestive suspension of gravitational dynamics.
Moreover, as Michael Leja’s vital reconstruction of the reception and
reformulation of Monet’s late work in the mid-twentieth century makes evident, the
waterlilies were pivotal to a re-evaluation of transitional zones—between abstraction and
figuration, between rationality and mysticism, between nature and culture.383 Hearkening
back to observations about their conflation and construction of horizons, the paintings’
very compositional capacity to hover in liminal space, I emphasize, likely facilitated such
oscillating interpretive binaries.
The reversal of perceptions of Monet’s work in the 1950s—when the late, more
“abstract” work came to be valued more than the earlier canvases, after having been
denigrated or overlooked for decades—is itself a manifestation of the capacity of these
paintings to elicit wildly different, even opposite reactions. Their unwillingness to be
cleanly defined into a particular genre, and their role as being “out of time” or apart from
382
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clear chronologies of taste and reception, emerges as a kind of analogy for the very
spatial mechanisms at their core. If the Nymphéas are built on active upside-down-ness,
their very reception, too, enacts such pendulum shifts and rotational potential.
Clemenceau reports Monet sensing that he was ahead of his time: “he said, as he often
did, ‘Sooner or later they’ll understand—but I did come along too early.’”384 Perhaps the
artist recognized that his canvases were, however deeply imbricated in the time-scales of
their own moment, also attuned to future ones.

“Endless Presentness”—A Suspended Stillness
Operating in an enigmatic time zone, the Nymphéas thus emerge as testaments to
painterly suspension. In his analysis of the “impression” that undergirds Impressionism,
Richard R. Brettell identifies a trend of so-called “anti-modern” painting produced by
figures such as Puvis de Chavannes, whom he takes to be participating in modernity by
professing and grasping ahold of its emphatic opposite—presenting artistic visions
soaked in a kind of nostalgia. This phenomenon, he asserts, could be temporally
characterized as “slow”—and therefore counter to Charles Baudelaire’s vision of artists
and artworks that are caught up in the stream of the fleeting.385 The sense of time present
in Monet’s waterlilies offers a triangulating tempo. Not so much driven by nostalgia as a
reframing of modern ways of being, these paintings also exude a kind of slowness, but
their elongated time is nonetheless contingent on modern speed.
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Monet’s canvases are often described as a kind of ameliorative force in a world
overrun by stress and fatigue, particularly as many of them were painted as World War I
ravaged the globe. In 1957, Alan Bird referred to the canvases as offering “peace and
absolution,”386 while Monet himself described his dream of offering a space of restoration
in 1909, even before the war. Met with that “wave without horizon and without shore,” he
writes, “nerves strained by work would relax in its presence, following the reposing
examples of its stagnant waters, and for him who would live in it, this room would offer
an asylum of peaceful meditation in the midst of a flowering aquarium”387 Extending the
implications of this solace, analyses of Monet’s twentieth-century painting practice
typically view his enterprise as escapist, even if tinged with a patriotic determination.
Using his own sentiments—that he felt guilty painting as others suffered and died, but
also that he was determined to go on, even if it meant being killed amongst his
canvases—authors partly focus more on the fact that Monet was painting rather than on
what he was painting.388 When content is attended to, these scenes of waterlilies and
incandescent reflections have been dismissed as the ultimate form of aesthetic escape. I
contend that their offerings are more nuanced—too often deemed separate from the
conditions in which they were conceived and received. In order for anything to be
considered an “escape,” emphasis will necessarily fall onto the circumstances from which
one is escaping; the very notion is dependent upon comparative logic.
386

Alan Bird, “Monet, the Painter Poet,” 288.
Claude Monet to Gustave Geffroy, 1909; in Impressionism in Perspective, ed. Barbara Ehrlich White
(Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1978),17.
388
Monet wrote “As for me, I shall stay here regardless, and if those barbarians wish to kill me, I shall die
among my canvases, in front of my life’s work” (as translated by Ross King, citing Daniel Wildenstein,
Claude Monet: Biographie et catalogue raisonné, 5 vols. [Lausanne-Paris: La Bibliothèque des Arts, 197491], WL 2128).
387

179

These scenes are indeed a reprieve and a solace—but they are also visual
testaments to the condition of uncertainty. Rather than being set apart from the war-torn
context in which they were painted, they are of their world—potentially offering viewers
a space in which we can make more sense of the disorientation that surrounds us and
recast its conditions. Monet painted many of these canvases within earshot of the railroad
tracks carrying troops and supplies to the front, and just a few moments’ walk away from
the combat hospital that was set up in Giverny. His stepson was actively fighting on the
front lines as he toiled over his canvases. The artist was not a stranger to the sobering
effects of World War I—and he also suffered numerous devastating personal losses while
painting the waterlilies. The emphasis, then, is not to disavow the interpretations that
conceive of these canvases as an “anti-depressant,” but rather to acknowledge that such
forces are not merely numbing devices.389 The canvases Monet chose to paint in the face
of modernity are not divorced from its traumatic effects—but uncertainty recast.
Moreover, by taking up the many valences of disorientation, Monet was engaging
with a theme coursing through the culture that surrounded him—materializing in
everything from increased attention to the sensation of vertigo to motifs in popular
entertainment. In the aptly-titled The Vertigo Years: Change and Culture in the West,
1900-1914, Philipp Blom offers a cultural history of the first years of the twentieth
century prior to the onset of World War I—the precise time during which Monet
committed to work on the waterlilies—suggesting that this era was particularly
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characterized by a feeling of uncertainty, but also therefore a sense of possibility.390 The
more literal correlation to Blom’s metaphoric understandings of vertigo are the periodspecific medical investigations which increasingly sought to diagnose and understand this
condition; in an entry on vertigo, for instance, physician S. Weir Mitchell noted that its
“essential phenomena” are “disturbed balance, with a false sense of movement within or
without, or of one’s self,” a malady which was then thoroughly explicated in 1918 by Dr.
Isaac H. Jones, in his Equilibrium and Vertigo, among many other period sources.391
Nevertheless—as with Monet’s aesthetically-pleasing translations of disorientation—
vertigo also found its way into popular culture in more appealing forms. One of escape
artist Harry Houdini’s most-performed acts involved him being hung upside down from
great heights in cities around the world, while wearing a straightjacket—the resultant
dramatic aerial feats observed by onlookers below (Fig. 3.32). Something of this inverted
embodiment was accessible to more than just daredevil acrobats; in the 1902 film Flying
Train, audiences are granted a virtual ride on the newly-constructed Schwebebahn
(suspension train) in Wuppertal, Germany—one of the first of its kind (Fig. 3.33). As
Patrick Ellis considers in relation to the history of film, in a chapter entitled “Vertigo
Effects,” this animated ride offers a disorienting thrill, as the classic early-film motif of
the train-car view “has essentially been flipped upside down; the tracks are above, the
expanse down below. Hanging from the tracks, the train wavers and shakes; there is the
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sense that it might fall at any moment, that it is being held aloft precipitously.”392
Manifestations of corporeal inversion--and its attendant sensations—were numerous in
Monet’s world as he painted.
In this way, the waterlilies are less counter to Baudelaire’s modern life than they
at first appear. The temporality they register may be a kind of “escape” from the
frenetic—a space of solace in the face of onrushing flux—but they do not contain a
nostalgic, ever-enduring past. Temporally speaking, they instead sustain a kind of
pictorial present tense—but an extensive and meditative one. A reviewer of the 1909
exhibition entreats visitors to “move slowly from painting to painting; and isolate
yourself as much as possible within each frame”—seeing in the canvases the potential for
sustained engagement.393 Though leveled with a critical tone, Clement Greenberg’s
observations about the temporality in late Monet paintings prove astute: “At times Monet
painted as if his chief task were to resolve everything into statements of equilibrium… as
mere curtains of opalescent gray distilled from local colors and their atmospheric
reflections. The main fault in the effect was a lack of immediacy: the rendered motif
looked as though it lay buried in amber…”394 Read through the temporal lens of
suspension as opposed to the clarion call for Impressionist “instantaneity,” Greenberg’s
words describe the impact of this markedly different timescale. The “lack of immediacy”
he deems to be a “fault” can instead be an attribute—or at the very least, a simple point of
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distinction. These are not pictures whose pictorial pace is rapid. Looking against the grain
at the waterlilies—allowing them to occupy a position as manifestations of a newly
suspended time—reframes them not as evocations of lack, but expressions of plenitude.
The stereotypical tempo of Impressionism—like that of the modern life with
which it sought to keep pace—is speed. Yet, as André Dombrowski’s research incisively
establishes, the “instantaneity” assigned to Impressionism is itself a complex time
sense—one that is culturally “instantiated” and shaped by modern notions of time and
technologies of time-keeping.395 Moreover, analyses of Impressionist tempo have been
increasingly attentive to the fact that the very canvases which were purportedly produced
rapidly were in fact made over extended periods of time, and with repeated artistic
campaigns; the seeming speed of Impressionists’ loose brush work and the appearance of
fleeting effects was itself the product of a labored and lengthy process.396 However much
they project a pictorial façade of velocity, even earlier Impressionist scenes are built on a
form of duration.
In Monet’s case, this translated—especially in his later life while living in
Giverny—to a practice born of extensive, and repeated, contemplation. The painter did
not go out in search of new experiences, but instead remained as fixed as possible,
returning to positions and times of day to be able to resume the depiction of cyclically395
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arising scenarios and “effects.” His ability to capture what reads as “instantaneity” is thus
the product of prolonged looking—a pictorial amalgam of similar moments accumulated
over time. Moreover, in building waterlily canvases that simultaneously embrace so many
oscillating compositional forces—horizontality, verticality, surface, depth—Monet
constructed viewing experiences that take time for us to process, so that we mirror his
measured making; their resistance to singular interpretation yields a protracted sensory
and phenomenological viewing experience.397 Virginia Spate’s sensitive account of the
Nymphéas does much to put words to these enigmatic and evocative modes of expression.
Still, the distinct sense of time she observes as imbued in the waterlilies remains quite
removed from the spatial and the embodied—not entirely accounting for how this is a
particularly situated and felt temporality and generally characterizing the Nymphéas as
yielding a kind of hermetic aesthetic realm. In one acknowledgement of the slippage
between that world and ours, though, Spate observes that at the Orangerie, “the room
gradually absorbs the spectator in its endless presentness.”398
Though these watery depths and surfaces capture the passing impact of light and
wind—the rousing yellow and rustling upturned willows that grow suggestively, grasslike, from the lower edge of The Water-Lily Pond, Sunset (Fig. 3.34), for instance, surely
did not last long—the relative stillness of the water that could mirror such an effect
imbues even this most fleeting of scenes with a sense of elongation. Perhaps also because
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they are, as Reid would describe, “a bit of heaven below the horizon”—and thus removed
from their direct correlates in the world—the reflected images feel more meditative and
less momentary; as Monet would entreat, we should “follow the reposing examples” of
these “stagnant waters.” Such stillness emerges as the oscillatory other to the pressing
pace of modern life—existing in an alternative time zone that is a kind of temporal
“upside down” to the momentum of modernity.
In fact, in order to legibly yield upside down pictures, water must be still. In the
Mornings on the Seine, for instance, both vertical “halves” of the picture appear almost
seamless precisely because little in the scene moves. We cannot discern a verticallyinscribed difference—the way we could in Monet’s earlier Regattas painting—when the
water itself is undisturbed. Numerous accounts of the 1909 waterscapes exhibition, like
Clemenceau’s which opened this chapter, mention the “still water” which acts as Monet’s
protagonist.399 Yet, significantly, the stillness in the majority of the waterlilies is slightly
vibratory. As George Shackelford observes in comparing Water Lilies, Reflections of Tall
Grasses, of 1897 (Fig. 3.35) with Water Lilies, likely painted ca. 1921-22 (Fig. 3.36),
Monet’s early attempts to convey the mirrored surface of the water read as almost inert in
their fixity, whereas later pictures sustain the slight ripples that would, undoubtedly, have
been continuously moving the surface of the lily pond—while their overall active
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brushstrokes convey a slight sense of movement that can be contained within stillness.400
The governing temporality of these scenes is suspension rather than static stoppage.401
Whereas earlier Impressionism celebrated the ephemeral and the everyday, artistic
tendencies after its logic had run its course tended to elevate a certain “timeless” or
eternal quality—as was manifest in iterations of Post-Impressionism. Though in many
ways disparate, the Symbolists and the Neo-Impressionists have both been characterized
as promoting more elongated forms of time.402 Moreover, by the 1910s-1920s, avantgarde practices that aspired to “simultanism” were prominent in Paris and impacting, if
not setting, much of the contemporary art scene. Seen against the backdrop of these
temporal trends, Monet’s waterlilies—consistently lauded as a kind of paean to
Impressionism’s offerings—in fact manifest a very different mode, one that Joel Isaacson
calls a “temporally extended character,” and one which is much more aligned with
canvases being produced by Monet’s twenty-first century colleagues.403 This tempo is
even architecturally manifest: the curvilinear construction of the two Orangerie rooms
suggests not only cyclical time, but also an infinity loop; the building itself conveys
400
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suggestive expansion and repetition, spatially manifesting the “infinitude” Gimpel
witnessed in Monet’s studio in 1918. It is expansive time that defines these compositions,
as the quality of having “neither beginning nor end” conveys a kind of timelessness that
is made so through a spatial lack of containment or boundaries. Infinity and stillness need
not be at odds.

A Simultaneous Series
Even the Orangerie panels that by title and appearance convey light at a particular
time of day do not follow a direct linear flow with the adjacent panels—so that we are
enigmatically held at sunset as well as daybreak. The waterlily paintings thus do not
adhere to precisely the same logic as Monet’s earlier series—which often convey a
temporal mode of sequence by marking diurnal and atmospheric change through its
opposition to similitude. Whereas images of the Rouen Cathedral or the wheatstacks
which so compelled Kandinsky accentuate the transformative effects of light in a way
that foregrounds varying times of day—demonstrating the distinction between soft
morning rays and diagonal golden afternoons—many of the Nymphéas bear fewer
specific temporal indicators. Canvases such as the Orangerie’s Sunset are in many ways
exceptions when compared with a vast collection of waterlilies that are enigmatically
held at some point midday, as the sunlight has opened the blossoms to our view (e.g. Fig.
3.18).
The waterlilies nevertheless function as a kind of series, as the 1909 Durand-Ruel
exhibition title explicitly declared. Rather than clear sequence, they communicate
simultaneity—which is a latent form of time even in Monet’s earlier series; it is not
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merely the source view or object that remains fixed, but also our capacity to hold all of
the implied and possible times in our minds at once. Detecting this collective capacity,
critics called for Monet’s series to be purchased as groups, so that their internal and
collaborative grammar would not be dispersed.404 Among many others wishing there
could be a way to maintain the painted ensembles’ coherence during the 1909 exhibition,
Louis de Fourcaud writes: “I can’t think without sadness about the eventual dispersion of
these ravishing works, which are really a single work.”405 The impulse in part attests to a
desire to see multiple views together at once.
This notion is perhaps drawn directly from Monet’s process—a practice of
painting multiple canvases simultaneously. In 1888, some time before Monet had begun
the waterlilies, journalist Georges Jeanniot observed the painter’s method of working,
noting: “He is always working on two or three canvases at once; he brings them all along
and puts them on the easel as the light changes. This is his method.”406 By 1897, while
observing Monet as he worked on the Mornings on the Seine, Guillemot observed a
multiplication of canvases: “There are fourteen canvases begun at the same time,
practically a complete range of studies, representing one single motif…”407 By the time
John Singer Sargent visited Monet in London as he toiled over his painting campaigns
there, the American artist reported seeing eighty canvases in active production.408 This
exponential growth of painted possibilities implies an open-ness to simultaneous
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evolution. In the making of the Nymphéas, the method was further spatialized: canvases
were placed on rolling supports in Monet’s vast studio so that their relative positions
could be continuously rethought, open to reorientation. This is at its heart a non-linear
process, during which Monet ultimately held all of the active compositions in flux
together, even as they were each manifestations of discrete effects.
Taking his series paintings to another register, then, the waterlilies complicate the
seemingly sequential serial frameworks that birthed them. While holding space for linear
narratives that progress along a horizontal trajectory, these canvases also embrace the
“vertical” implications of the nonlinear process their maker had employed for years. As a
collective, they are subject to the logic of simultaneity more than sequence—allowing for
the passage of time while also thematizing their mode of making. Michael Brenson
observed that: “in the series paintings, Monet could serve notions of unending
transformation and regeneration without serving the idea of progress. He could pull back
from the world, yet remain part of it. He could paint vertigo, instability and change and
still feel safe.”409 The spatiotemporal descriptors here could be aptly applied to the
waterlilies; surely, these canvases convey the “vertigo, instability and change” Brenson
observes—but they simultaneously offer the “safe” arena in which so many have reveled.
The Nymphéas take the logic of the series into themselves—materializing a sense
of co-presence so that even a single canvas manages to capture a range of effects,
positions, and conditions. Inhabiting and formulating a horizon implies hovering at the
edge between—allowing for the potential of an inversion. As the final iteration of
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Monet’s series, the waterlilies can thus reframe his serial enterprise—retroactively
casting the previous sets of paintings as predecessors to sustained explorations of
suspension—because, in essence, these canvases take the in-between as their subject—
manifesting many possible visions contained in one.

“Unfinish”—Picturing Perpetual Incompletion
For Monet, holding compositions simultaneously in mind meant they impacted
each other’s progress. Individual objects, when operating as part of a series, did not have
complete autonomy. “I need to have the finished ones before my eyes in order to compare
[them] to the ones I am going to make…” wrote Monet “as the whole effect can only be
produced by…the ensemble.”410 Similarly, Monet insisted to Durand-Ruel in 1903, “I
cannot send you a single canvas of London because… it is indispensable to have them all
before me, and to tell the truth not one is definitely finished. I develop them all
together.”411 Here, Monet is not merely falling prey to perfectionism—but articulating a
process governed by holding a set of visual possibilities together—“in suspension,” we
might say—as they come to fruition in dialogue with one another. This adheres to the
strategy he had established in making his series paintings: each image stands as part of a
composite and is meant to be seen in concert with its accompaniments.
Taken to its limit, this mentality contributed to Monet’s complex relationship with
“finish,” in all senses of the term.412 The fact that many of the waterlilies remained in his
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studio, unsigned, at his death perpetuates this ambiguous condition, leaving the body of
work in a certain eternal state of “incompletion”—itself a manifestation of suspension.413
Even before producing the Nymphéas, Monet had for years produced works that were
deemed “incomplete”—another descriptor that had been continuously leveled at
Impressionist canvases as a critique, because the “sketch-like” quality of those paintings
was a shock to the system of a public accustomed to mark-making that sought to obscure
the effects of its labor. Once again, in presenting canvases that reify “incompleteness”—
that partly take on that very condition as their subject—Monet embraced and reframed a
seeming “negative,” offering up a limit case of “unfinish.”414
Monet had also spent a lifetime intermittently wracked with self-doubt and
exacting personal standards—which manifest themselves in his proclivity to destroy
canvases that did not satisfy him and periods of depression and despair throughout his
life—a lived form of uncertainty with which the artist was intimately familiar. By
offering a final body of work that materializes aspects of that lack of definitive direction,
but one that recasts its condition as potentially appealing or ameliorative, Monet perhaps
413
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unknowingly produced a testament to his own way of being—an acknowledgment that
disorientation and uncertainty can ultimately yield creative possibility; solace and sorrow
co-habitate, however seemingly contradictory their simultaneity.
If, as we have seen, Monet’s paintings can invite us to imaginatively mirror their
very pictured mirroring, we participate in their sense of potential oscillation. In 1962, as
the Nymphéas were experiencing an efflorescence, Umberto Eco proposed the idea of the
“open work,” which posited objects that in some way invite their viewers to variously
“complete” them through an exchange or interaction with the expansive parameters set by
their maker. Artworks in question are “open” insofar as they imply the need for
participatory engagement.415 Gamboni’s “potential images” often operate according to a
similar logic, as they are “dependent on the beholder for their realization”—existing in a
state of ambiguity and ambivalence but also partly asking their viewers to somehow
make sense of them.416
The open-ness in Monet’s late waterlilies is related to but distinct from these
conditions, as his paintings invite viewers to mirror their conditions—to inhabit a
similarly indeterminate space and time. Rather than compelling us to somehow
“complete” them, these canvases encourage us to dwell in and on their state of
suspension as a productive position and perspective. While “finish,” when translated to
temporal terms, would register as a finite stop, this perpetual “unfinish” is a suspended
stillness. We could listen to Clemenceau here, who refers to the Nymphéas as “a final,

415

Umberto Eco, The Open Work, trans. Anna Cancogni (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1989).
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endearing uncertainty”—a testament both to the artist’s eternal sense of incompletion as
well as his capacity to make appealing that which is unsettled or unresolved.417

Beyond the “Upside Down”
Taking this implied and reified “unfinish” to its logical (in)conclusion ultimately
instantiates a newly materialized and embodied state of suspension. If Impressionism
prioritized process over a previously-held notion of “finish,” Monet’s ultimate
contribution is a series that typifies this notion, suspending rather than granting definitive
direction. The waterlilies’ invitation to imagine liberated negotiations with gravity
manifests a stillness that remains open and receptive to envisioned reorientation.
While Monet’s paintings portray the space in our world where upside down
imagery is present—in watery, fluid reflections—their enigmatic means of rendering this
subject results in objects that suggest continued rotation. In addition, then, to being
“upside down paintings” in the sense that viewers such as Gillet and Clemenceau
observe, the works themselves, according to d’Ors or Rey, exude oscillation. Once their
materiality is loosened from a determined vertical axis, we—quite literally in turn—can
imagine a similar state of suspension. By simultaneously functioning as representations
of an inverted reality, suggesting that they themselves could be upturned, and invoking
imagined corporeal calisthenics, Monet’s Nymphéas thematize the condition of “upsidedown-ness,” holding its potential in suspension.
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Clemenceau, Claude Monet, https://doi:10.21900/wd.1
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To say that these canvases are “upside down” in the classically-assumed sense of
reversibility fixes them too narrowly in an assumed binary that is tied to vertical
conflation—when, in fact, they problematize the very notion of there being a specific axis
or “side” from which we should see. We are not explicitly upside down—nor are the
paintings—but their creative manipulation of the very pole around which such pictorial
reversals occur opens them up to suggestive reconfigurations of gravity’s dynamics, and
concomitant spatiotemporal fluctuations. The term “upside down,” however sourced in
dualism, becomes, through Monet’s making, a category of suspended liminality. The
Nymphéas are neither fully upside down nor downside-up; their oscillatory principle
depends upon a state of suspension in which multiple directions are simultaneously
present. There is a quietude, these paintings invite us to feel, in disorientation.
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CHAPTER 4: “Lifted Out of the Gravitational Field of the Earth”: Aaron Siskind’s
Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation and a Space Age “Period Sensation”

Held aloft in the space of a photograph, a body can appear to float. Aaron Siskind
embraced—and strategically employed—this effect in Pleasures and Terrors of
Levitation, a series of over four hundred pictures he produced between 1953 and 1965.418
Suspended in his images, figures hover—their choreography enigmatic (Figs. 4.1 and
4.2). Contours suggest movement: the slight blur of fingertips, the energy of angled
elbows and contracted muscles, or the curl and tension of a protruding foot. Yet these
bodies are still—held literally and figuratively up in the air. Gravity, like their forms,
hangs in the balance.
*

*

*

This subject—embodied suspension—that is so palpable and prominent, so at the
heart of Siskind’s series and signaled by its title, has been largely omitted from its
interpretation.419 I proceed from the premise that attending to the gravitational dynamics
pictured within, and evoked by, these photographs not only grants them their most
expansive meanings, but reframes the series as a metaphoric portrait of midcentury
418

In the absence of a catalogue raisonné, no single source inventories every photograph from this series.
Resources differ in their reports of the date range and volume of the undertaking. The largest numbered
image I have seen is 491, but hand-written notes in a Williams College Museum of Art object file
(associated with that institution’s version of Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation No. 60) indicates that there
are 503 photographs in the series. The earliest photograph I have seen is dated 1953, while the latest is
1965, though Carl Chiarenza states that Siskind stopped producing the series in 1961 (in Aaron Siskind:
Pleasures and Terrors [New York: Little, Brown, and Company, and Center for Creative Photography,
1982], 259 n. 34), and the George Eastman House also indicates the chronological range to be 1953-1961.
419
As this chapter was researched and written during the Covid-19 pandemic, I was unable to access the
Aaron Siskind Archives at the Center for Creative Photography (CCP), University of Arizona (because they
remained closed to public visitors until just before my dissertation defense). I forthrightly acknowledge that
this chapter therefore undoubtedly lacks engagement with some key source materials that would have
surely enriched its arguments—and which I will consult for any future manifestations of this project. I
thank the CCP staff for their gracious communications with me throughout my work.
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understandings of weightlessness. Despite Siskind’s significance as a modern
photographer and the considerable volume of material dedicated to his work, there are, as
yet, no published accounts that take Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation as their core
subject. The series is more often treated as an anomalous source of scholarly confusion—
by turns minimized due to its apparent difference from the rest of the artist’s oeuvre, or
written into ill-fitting alignment with overriding narratives. In giving the photographs
sustained attention, I seek to complicate these readings by resuscitating the unmoored
sensibility that surrounded the series’ emergence—and, in turn, defining it as a charged
emblem of that context.
Identifying Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation as metaphorically representative
of human relationships to weightlessness has both period-specific and reverberative
implications. For millennia, indeed, for the entirety of our existence prior to the Space
Age—floating beyond the earth was an aspiration, an impossibility. This envisioning
turned to reality in precisely the years when Siskind was making his photographs—
during an era of particular significance in gravitational history. In 1961, the first humans
entered outer space—thereby experiencing the profoundly new sensation of sustained
weightlessness—and the years leading up to those levitational journeys were ripe with
anticipation and investigations of their potential.420 Following the first orbital flights,
concentrated efforts to accelerate the conquest of space kept so-called “zero gravity” a
prominent topic of global public attention. In 1965, humans completed the first
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For a general timeline of the unfolding of space exploration, see the United States National Archives and
Records Administration chronology, published at https://www.archives.gov/research/alic/reference/spacetimeline.html; for more detailed accounts, see the yearly “Astronautics and Aeronautics Chronologies”
produced by NASA; these are archived at https://www.hq.nasa.gov/office/pao/History/series95.html#chron.
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“spacewalks”—moving beyond the walls of a ship to hover among the stars; cosmonauts
Yuri Gagarin and Vladimir Lebedev described this condition as being “unsupported in
space,” an echo of the “unsupported transit” that Muybridge had sought to picture nearly
a century earlier.421 By the time of the historic moon landing in 1969, floating bodies had
become a cultural signifier—the subject of everything from scientific studies to
advertisements, and artworks to philosophical musings. Siskind’s images, I posit, bear the
mark of this Space Age sociocultural climate—while offering a lens on the “gravitational
imagination” it engendered.
Though focused on Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation, this chapter is thus not
intended simply as a re-evaluation of Siskind’s seminal series—but also as a meditation
on the role of suspension in the Space Age psyche, and the ways it shaped period cultural
production. While this era has been thoroughly theorized and analyzed—with Stephen
Petersen’s formative explorations of a European avant-garde “Space-Age aesthetic”
being perhaps the closest to my investigations—no extant scholarship traces the specific
meanings that floating embodiment took on in this era, and the implications it had for
visual art.422 Even such a ubiquitous motif as an airborne figure can, my analysis
emphasizes, have specific historic consequence. At midcentury, gravity came enough into
question that a body’s position aloft did not presume a governing vertical axis; what was
421

See meditations on this condition in the section “Unsupported in Space,” of Yuri Gagarin and Vladimir
Lebedev, Psychology and Space, trans. Boris Belitsky (Moscow: Mir Publishers, 1970), 215-220. They
offer some commentary on the first spacewalk by Alexei Leonov, noting: “This was a problem not just of
orientation, but also of coordinating movements almost entirely without support in unconfined space.
…Accordingly, before his flight Leonov carefully practiced movements in the unsupported state” (220).
422
See Stephen Petersen, Space-Age Aesthetics: Lucio Fontana, Yves Klein, and the Postwar European
Avant-Garde (University Park: Pennsylvania State Press, 2009). Petersen offers a number of stimulating
passages in this account that address weightlessness and its manifestations in the artworks at the core of his
study; see, for instance, 40-43, and his third and fourth chapters (153-202 and 203-235, respectively),
which have enriched my thinking considerably.
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up would not necessarily be coming down. Weightlessness emerged not to the exclusion
of terrestrial ascent or descent, but as an additional option for gravitational engagement.
Siskind, I argue, made this condition the framework by which his photographs are
constructed and can be construed. Seen alongside imagery of floating bodies in such
wide-ranging sources as alcohol advertisements and children’s book illustrations, and
read in dialogue with period texts, Siskind’s series stands out as a succinct symbolic
statement. I am not, therefore, simply characterizing a midcentury sensibility by way of
Siskind’s photographs—but arguing for his series’ particular capacity to metaphorize that
condition.
Significantly, while Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation unequivocally portrays
airborne embodiment, it does so in a way that is not strictly representational; by making a
potential release from gravity visible, these photographs offer access to what that liminal
state metaphorically activated at the time of their making—and are themselves built
through metaphor. Siskind’s pictorial space suggests its outer space counterpart not
through direct reference, but by way of a permeating worldview. Midcentury
understandings of suspension held symbolic meanings—so that the removal of
determinant coordinates became an embodied language for facing uncertainty. As a
sensation, being without prescribed direction and freed of the feeling of bodily weight
held both frightening and rapturous potential—and could therefore signify modern states
of anxiety and exhilaration, contradiction and concurrence. Suspension—as this
dissertation broadly aims to convey—is spatiotemporal as well as conceptual; it is a state
of synchrony that is at once physical and phenomenological. Siskind’s photographs bring
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this premise to a pictorial apex. Weightlessness, the figures hovering in Pleasures and
Terrors of Levitation shows, is an embodied, capacious form of simultaneity—a
prolonged stilling of givens that can open previously-unimagined trajectories.

“A unique series of pictures”
Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation is often treated as a confounding anomaly.
Photographer Carl Chiarenza, a colleague of Siskind’s and the first to extensively analyze
his work—called the project “a unique series of pictures.” Elaborating, Chiarenza
observed that the undertaking “stands out in an overview of Siskind’s work. At first it
appears to be a strange departure…”423 Indeed, seen beside the photographer’s more
well-known imagery from the same period—of subjects such as closely-cropped sections
of walls or fragments of nature—renderings of airborne bodies might seem curious.
However suggestive of animate presence, Chicago 30 (Fig. 4.3) and Martha’s Vineyard
(UR127B) (Fig. 4.4), for instance, are austere framings of the world; the humanity in
them is invoked, not portrayed.424
Because of this apparent dissonance, some presentations of the photographer’s
work omit Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation—perhaps in the name of visual
coherence—while others include the pictures but do not give them textual attention.
When reproduced in publication, these hovering bodies are frequently sandwiched
between building façades or plant life—so that corporeal connotations retreat in
423

Chiarenza, Aaron Siskind: Pleasures and Terrors, 100-101.
Identified in 1965 as a “tireless searcher for the human imprint on the inanimate world,” Siskind often
sought a way for objects to feel more aligned with us in their animacy. (Introduction for Aaron Siskind’s
“Credo,” in Popular Photography 57 (August 1965): 75. This theme repeats in artist’s statements and
interviews throughout the photographer’s life.
424
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deference to formal connections. In one spread, Chicago 206 (1953) lies to the left of
Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation No. 474 (1954) (Fig. 4.5) (hereafter, titles of my
focal objects will be abbreviated to the numbers Siskind assigned them in the series);
despite the pull of the figure’s upturned frame—the drama of his dialogue with gravity—
his juxtaposition with a wall accentuates a geometry of gesture, correlating the angles and
curves of his form with lines rendered in white chalk.425 In another publication, graphic
design decisions yield a somewhat opposite effect: when Saguaros 2 (1949) is adjacent to
No. 25 (1957) (Fig. 4.6), the cactus becomes anthropomorphic while the body reads as a
cousin of the succulent—plant and flesh limbs echoing one another in an organic calland-response.426 Still, we access that animacy through visual resemblance—a shared
sense of structure that depends more on form than embodied meaning. These pairings
surely evidence Siskind’s interest in stark contrasts between artistic figure and ground—
but downplay the significance of the physical, human figures suspended over a literal, if
un-pictured, ground.
This approach is borne out in words as well. When mentioned, Pleasures and
Terrors of Levitation is often cast as an aside to Siskind’s oeuvre. In a telling
argumentative and linguistic tactic, many authors relegate the series to parentheses; this
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This spread comes from Aaron Siskind Photographs, 1932-1978 (Oxford: Museum of Modern Art,
1979), n.p. Observant readers may note that the title listed for No. 474 in this publication is Terrors and
Pleasures of Levitation, with the first two terms reversed. Siskind altered the order of these words himself,
titling the photographs with different primary and secondary words at different points of his career. See p.
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Such anthropomorphic qualities are not only apparent due to the juxtaposition with a figural photograph.
Siskind reflected broadly in a 1963 interview: “I feel the anthropomorphic qualities of shapes very strongly
at times. I don’t feel them as animals or because they resemble something, but as force or energy” (in
Aaron Siskind, “In 1943 and 1944 A Great Change Took Place,” in Photography: Essays & Images—
Illustrated Readings in the History of Photography, ed. Beaumont Newhall [New York: Museum of
Modern Art, 1980], 306).
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syntactical sidelining reinforces the pictures’ role as destabilizers of narrative cohesion.
Whatever their accompanying punctuation, the images are typically explained away
through somewhat forced observations of their resonance with the rest of Siskind’s
output. Commentators foreground the photographs’ “abstract” nature, because this
category is a preoccupation of much Siskind scholarship.427 Corey Dzenko, for instance,
calls the works “formal exercises,” noting that they explore “bodily contortions as
abstraction” such that the figures “function as shapes of light and dark tones.”428 Dzenko
goes so far as to claim that the images “do not engage with…a narrative of interacting
with gravity overtly.”429 I counter this interpretation—untethering the photographs from
such efforts to downplay their fundamental figural capacities in order to emphasize how
these pictured bodies’ charged engagements with gravitation are in fact at the core of the
images’ meaning. This reframing expands the stakes of my undertaking: when Pleasures
and Terrors of Levitation is understood as more than merely a detour in an “abstract”
photographic career, it can carry broader metaphoric and cultural connotations.
Some scholars offer a scaffold of starting points for my analysis. Shelley Rice
adds nuance to the focus on abstract dynamics—even with a direct reference to
gravitational dynamics—in her brief meditation on “those floating figures” that are
“seemingly suspended in mid air and mid instant.” Of the series, she writes: “… its level
of abstraction and formal expressiveness, its inescapable transformation of body into
427

In Chiarenza’s words: “when asked about Siskind’s work, most people…offer the word ‘abstraction’ by
way of explanation.” (Carl Chiarenza, “Siskind’s Critics, 1946-1966,” in Aaron Siskind and His Critics
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metaphor, undeniably links the expansive ecstasies of human limbs to the jaunty
dynamism of seemingly weightless rocks miraculously configured as Stone Wall 111 on
Martha’s Vineyard.”430 Her recognition of a metaphoric register allows the “seemingly
weightless” elements of images to come to the fore, but she does not explore the
implications of this symbolic association. Chiarenza expounds a bit more, resisting
unilateral narratives of abstraction, but still assuring us that, however anomalous it may at
first appear, Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation is indeed aligned with Siskind’s oeuvre.
Intriguingly, he identifies the project’s title as pivotal to this sense of belonging, noting
how it epitomizes the artist’s underlying aesthetic philosophy.431 Siskind posed these
values in a pithy rhetorical statement of 1955: “Strong tensions are inevitable, pleasurable
and disturbing. Is not the aesthetic optimum order with the tensions continuing?”432 Even
if Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation communicates in a different visual language than
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noted that his photographs were “symbolic of the essential duality of our nature” (in Siskind, “In 1943 and
1944 A Great Change Took Place,” 305).
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the majority of the artist’s output, this logic suggests, the images can be translated to
convey the same core message. Scholars who acknowledge the series’ typifying role
therefore recognize how the dynamic counterpoise at its heart characterizes Siskind’s
body of work.
As these interpretations indicate, Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation is not
always a parenthetical afterthought; in fact, it has a parallel history of being treated as
emblematic of the artist’s career. The now-historic Aaron Siskind Foundation used
selections from the series as its homepage (Fig. 4.7), while its Instagram account “profile
picture” was No. 94 (Fig. 4.8), and Siskind used No. 99 as his 1961 Christmas card (Fig.
4.9).433 Following this signatory trend, though linguistically rather than visually,
Chiarenza adopted a portion of the series’ poetic moniker as the title of his monograph:
Aaron Siskind: Pleasures and Terrors. A recent exhibition went by the same name,
though it did not include any images from Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation.434 At
once sidelined and foregrounded, the photographs have thus come to signify Siskind’s
career even as they are not necessarily visually “representative” of it. This seemingly
contradictory position only heightens the series’ power as a portrait of productive tension;
its art historical role—in addition to its pictorial subject—is liminal.
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Similarly, one of the few publications on the artist in the past two decades features No. 477 on its cover,
while imagery from the series makes up a small percentage of the photographs included in the book (see
James Rhem, Aaron Siskind [London: Phaidon, 2003]).
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Aaron Siskind: Pleasures and Terrors ran from August 8, 2015 to January 30, 2016, and was organized
by the California Museum of Photography at the University of California ARTSblock (curated by Kathryn
Poindexter). Arguably, these references could be calling forth a statement from 1983 in which Siskind
succinctly reiterates this summation: “There are two forces operating in my work: pleasure and terror” (the
exhibition pamphlet cites an “adaptation” of an interview with Aaron Siskind [for the original source, see
Alan Cohen and Karla Vocke, eds., Columbia 1 {Chicago: Photography Department, Columbia College
Chicago, 1983}, 7]). I would argue that this observation, too, stems from the series—as by that period in
his life Siskind had integrated his years-long project into his sensibility and way of working.
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“In the interstices between abstract and figurative”
It is fitting that such an elusive series as Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation is at
times posed as representative of Siskind’s practice, because his oeuvre has long
perplexed critics and scholars. Early responses, especially, were characterized by what
Chiarenza described as “a curious uncertainty about Siskind’s work.”435 Part of this
equivocation—which the artist courted—is due to the way he challenged current
expectations of his medium. In making pictures that inhabit the line between abstraction
and figuration, he called that very division into question.436 Recognizing my focal series’
role in this navigation, Martin Halliwell succinctly noted that Siskind “was keen to work
in the interstices between abstract and figurative photography, such as in his lyrical study
of falling human bodies.”437 Though an aside to a more general argument, Halliwell’s
description is a surprisingly rare acknowledgment of the series’ position at the crux of
this aesthetic juncture—and one which can lay groundwork for the ways in which its
stakes affect the metaphoric register of the series.
The intersection—or opposition—between abstraction and figuration is
particularly evident in Siskind’s career, as his trajectory is typically divided into two
seemingly distinct phases—first documentary, then “abstract.”438 He began to experiment
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with a camera while teaching English in New York City public schools in 1930, soon
joining the leftist-leaning Photo League to develop skills in this unfamiliar medium.439
While involved with the group, he was at the helm of such formative projects as Harlem
Document (Fig. 4.10)—a forthrightly political statement aimed at social reform.440 In the
early 1940s, though, he turned his attention to less explicitly sociopolitical themes—
picturing subjects such as seaweed that had washed up, calligraphic, on sand (Fig. 4.11).
Siskind’s work was therefore pivotal to early attempts at understanding how the
camera could be a conduit to the abstract. He was included in several seminal Museum of
Modern Art (MoMA) photography exhibitions that acted as three-dimensional
articulations of burgeoning ideas about how the medium could depart from its
representational roots. In Edward Steichen’s 1951 Abstraction in Photography show, for
instance, Étienne-Jules Marey’s historic chronophotographs joined ranks with Siskind’s
pictures; a Marey work listed as “Images of Runner Reduced to a System of Bright
Lines” indicated to audiences that the human figure could become “abstract” when
distilled to its essential kinetic form.441 Such framing lays the conceptual foundation for a
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dominant reading of Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation. To eyes attuned to
abstraction—the modus operandi of painting at the time—even the body could exceed
figural bounds.442 In another 1960 exhibition, The Sense of Abstraction, some of
Siskind’s wall fragment pictures were accompanied by such works as Harold Edgerton’s
Milk Drop Coronet—which featured in chapter two of this dissertation.443 The seeds of
the abstract exist even in the banal, organizers argued by way of curatorial selection—and
photography holds the transformative power to reveal its presence. A camera can render
the familiar novel; more than yielding a mirror of our worlds, it can offer up a pictorial
reorientation.
Siskind’s role in this aesthetic reckoning and reconfiguring is complex—and far
less linear than has typically been acknowledged. With grounding in documentary
photography both as a practitioner and in his career as a professor, Siskind sustained
aspects of its values throughout his life, applying them even to more outwardly “abstract”
images; as he asserted, “these still-lifes were an outgrowth of my documentary
practice.”444 Fundamentally, his photographs never create wholly illusory realms unto

dissertation, mention of Marey’s chronographs inevitably call to mind the explorations of my first chapter,
in which his imagery is set in dialogue with Muybridge’s studies of similar subjects. For the purposes of
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themselves, instead reveling in the pictorial, if abstracted, moments that can be found in
our midst.445 On the other side of this equation, though, even his early documentary work
foregrounded formal construction, demonstrating his insistence that all images are
reflections of their makers’ subjectivity as well as portrayals of their subjects.446 Just as
Claude Monet’s painted reflections inhabit a horizon between abstraction and figuration
that opens both pictorial and lived space, Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation has the
power to expand the reach of bodies in the air. Editor and curator Thomas Hess made this
correlation between my dissertation’s subjects explicit, saying in 1965 that Siskind’s
picture plane “is a place (an arena) where things happen…where he has perceived that
instant of poise which is the ‘picture.’ The question: ‘What was really there?’ becomes as
irrelevant as what Monet’s lily pond really looked like…”447 In Siskind’s hands, the
camera was a tool that could both render the abstract worldly—and the world as an
abstraction; he reimagined what photography could take on, and take into itself.

his pedagogy on his photographic practice (Kao and Meyer, eds., Toward a Personal Vision); also see
Charles H. Traub, Steven Heller, and Adam B. Bell, eds., The Education of a Photographer (New York:
Allworth Press, 2006), 106-112 and 205-207.
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photography as a reporter, ‘a direct communications medium,’ as Steichen calls it,” (Harold Rosenberg,
“Evidences,” in Aaron Siskind: Photographs [New York: Horizon Press, 1959], n.p.)—so we can recognize
that part of what was confounding about his approach to the medium was how he disavowed both a classic
documentary approach and the experimental techniques made popular by artists such as Maholy-Nagy.
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George Eastman House, 1965), 12.
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Comparative Frameworks—Siskind as “a Painters’ Photographer”
By navigating this uncertain terrain between the abstract and the figurative,
Siskind was implicitly engaging a current debate about the status of photography vis-àvis painting—an interplay which informs the liminal position of Pleasures and Terrors of
Levitation. As photo-historian Beaumont Newhall noted in 1946—in response to another
MoMA exhibition which included Siskind’s work: “The relation of photography to
abstract art is close and challenging.”448 “Art,” here, was understood to refer to painting,
as photography had not yet been granted that designation. How, Newhall’s comment
implies, could abstract canvases and photographs co-exist peaceably once they began to
encroach upon each other’s territory? Caught in this crossfire, Siskind’s imagery was an
ontological affront to both media.449
Many accounts of his images identify them as direct echoes of their painterly
cousins. Summarizing an oft-repeated claim, Andy Grundberg observed that the
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overwhelmingly positive review of a 1965 exhibition of Siskind’s work, Museum of Modern Art curator of
photography Grace M. Mayer opens with a passage that holds intriguing resonance for my project given its
axial frameworks: “In the comparatively brief history of photography, few artists are equal to the relentless
glare of a retrospective exhibition. Here, the photographer stands ‘naked as a worm’ before a vertical
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in a 1965 editorial entitled, “What is Photography?” reveals portions of this anxiety and identity crisis. In
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is thus not simply to define the medium, but to offer that means of distinction as a trajectory for
photographers who wish to uphold its integrity.
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photographs “ask to be taken on much the same terms as paintings.”450 One thread of
period analysis went so far as to pose his works as akin to reproductions of Abstract
Expressionist paintings.451 Even if this were actually the case—that Siskind’s
photographs could be mistaken as documentation of gestural brushstrokes—such
cognitive conflation holds far more interest than its proponents acknowledge. If the
makings of an Abstract Expressionist painting can be found in “peeling paint, torn
billboards, and other forms of corrosion”—one critic’s description of Siskind’s typical
subject matter—then those acclaimed canvases have potential visual analogues in the
world; photography’s foundational indexicality reveals Abstract Expressionism’s
allegiance to referents.452 Siskind’s oeuvre gives the lie to clear divisions between
“realism” and “abstraction,” whatever the medium of expression—visually articulating an
aesthetic tightrope.453
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abstraction in the early 1940’s. Nevertheless his imagery is that of living forms rendered with the veracity
of the experienced world; something which only photographs can manifest” (Peter C. Bunnell, “Aaron
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[New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993], 137). As is often the case with Siskind’s work, the
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“do not inform us in any important way about was really there—out in front of the camera—when Siskind
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While this confusion might seem less relevant to Pleasures and Terrors of
Levitation—as images of bodies aloft are not ready echoes of gestural painting—the
broader medial ambiguity of Siskind’s oeuvre may inform why his photographs of
airborne choreography have proven difficult to reconcile, since they do not look as
“painterly” or “abstract” as much of his work, and therefore tether him to the
representational side of photography. More significant to my analysis, however, is the
underlying logic of this correlation, which implicitly insists on Siskind’s practice being in
dialogue with its surrounding visual culture—other artworks, practitioners, and even
mediums; this intertwining, I assert, is central to the way in which Pleasures and Terrors
of Levitation should be seen and understood. To emphasize how Siskind, and his
photographs, operated comparatively—whether with abstract painting or against
contemporaneous photography—is to acknowledge that his work is in conversation with
his sociocultural ecosystem. Yet this contextual embedded-ness has rarely been identified
or brought to bear on his images. To the extent that they are presented as austere
abstractions, they escape association with the world out of which they were made. His
work, and this series in particular, has for too long been mischaracterized as the product
of an aesthetic—even ascetic—vacuum.454 But art and life were enmeshed for Siskind,

snapped the shutter,” and goes on to say that the photographs “are inventions in the same sense that
paintings or other works of visual art are inventions” (Joel Snyder, “On the Photographs of Aaron Siskind,”
in Photographs by Aaron Siskind in Homage to Franz Kline [Chicago: The David and Alfred Smart
Gallery, The University of Chicago, 1975], n.p.).
454
The re-direction of his career seemed, to some, to hold lived experience at arms’ length. As conservative
photography critic Bruce Downes lamented in 1965: “His abandonment of the school of socially conscious
documentation…led gradually to full-scale preoccupation with the abstract symbols found in wall
textures…This has always seemed to me an unfortunate ascetic withdrawal from life and a retreat from the
vital currents of photography” (Downes, “The Siskind Canonization,” 36).
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and his portrayal of corporeal suspension puts those connections into pronounced
relief.455
Both Siskind’s investment in conjoining lived experience with artistic expression
and his reputation for producing intermedial pictures were magnified by the company he
kept. A compatriot of painters more than photographers, he is today often referred to as
an Abstract Expressionist rather than being identified as someone who produced pictures
that resonate with his famed friends’ canvases.456 Elaine de Kooning put this social and
stylistic interplay into words, saying: “Aaron Siskind might be called a painters’
photographer in that a large part of his public is composed of artists, but also because his
work is much more directly related to the contemporary styles of painting than to those of
photography.”457 As Siskind often said, engagement with his colleagues’ practice
expanded his aesthetic framework; in one interview, he reflected: “The big thing that
helped me a lot was…my more intimate acquaintance with painters and painting, and I
think that kind of sharpened my sensibility—enabled me to accept certain kinds of shapes
455
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Elaine de Kooning, “The Photographs of Aaron Siskind (1951),” reprinted in Aaron Siskind: Toward a
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and images that normally I would not have accepted…”458 Despite such assertions of the
influence of his painterly peers—which manifested perhaps most directly in a series he
titled Homage to Franz Kline (1972 - 1975) (e.g. Fig. 4.12) because the marks they
pictured called his close friend’s canvases to mind—his intention was never a simple
echo.459 An “homage” is meant to signal lineage, surely, but to fully honor someone is
not merely to copy them; it is to recognize the impact of their work and then build upon
its foundations.460
This resonance, moreover, was not simply a matter of superficial resemblances or
the social relationships that gave rise to them. Conceptually, Siskind articulated his
practice in terms that could very well have been written by Clement Greenberg about
paintings of the day—championing flatness and pictorial independence. In describing his
process at a 1950 MoMA symposium entitled “What is Modern Photography?,” for
instance, Siskind said: “First, and emphatically, I accept the flat plane of the picture
surface as the primary frame of reference of the picture. The experience itself may be
described as one of total absorption in the object.”461 As Christine Mehring has astutely
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observed, Greenberg was likely uncomfortable with Siskind because his photography
challenged the medium-specificity at the heart of the critic’s philosophy.462 If
photographs could convey the traits and tenets Greenberg deemed unique to painting,
then his system of meaning was rendered unstable.463 Greenberg’s approach, along with
the artists’ proclivities that were its source, can at a psychic level be read as fueled by a
desire for clarity in the face of amorphousness. If each medium laid claim to its own
essential capacities, then its practitioners could settle into the security that they were
expressing something distinct to their craft. The moment artistic modes began to spill into
one another, any crystallized “selfhood” on the part of a medium was lost, and the
resulting hybridity was disorienting. At a moment when many practitioners and critics
called for what could be termed medial “exceptionalism,” Siskind instead insisted on
photography’s associative power—its capacity to be pictorial connective tissue. In
joining forces with the concerns of Abstract Expressionism—in ways that made many of
his contemporaries uncomfortable—Siskind was intent on employing his camera as an
intermediary.464
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Metaphoric Structure—or, “Extended metaphors implied by chains of association”
The photographs’ readiness for correlative meaning and liminal engagement is
likely fueled by their intentional operation at the level of metaphor—a device that is
central to how Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation stakes its claim in relation to Space
Age embodiment. The images activate what Hess called “the vexing question of
associations.”465 Expounding on this reverberatory effect, he observed:
Spectators have been known to muse (sometimes in print) in front of a Siskind
photograph like analysands in front of ink blots. They identify images of Good
and Evil, Eve and Adam, making love and making war. And they are apt to
ramble on, cheerfully locating further themes within smaller details… Siskind…
seems to enjoy the richness of allusion a widely ranging interpretation can bring.
Looking at a photograph of an olive tree in Corfu, he talks about its ‘womb’ or
‘belly’ shape. He defines recurrent typologies. There are pictures he calls
‘conversations’…466
Inhering and invoking such multiplicity was fundamental to Siskind’s approach; to him,
relationality was both source and subject. Recognizing this, fellow photographer Henry
Holmes Smith asserted that Siskind’s “masterly stroke” was his capacity to place the
traditionally-opposed forces of “descriptive illusion” and “allusion” in productive
dialogue. “By abandoning depiction in its usual form,” Holmes Smith wrote, “Siskind…
gains all the powers of suggestion.”467
Siskind’s embrace of pictures’ associative properties therefore granted him a
significant, if potentially subtle, means of connecting with his cultural milieu. His
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photographs are not direct illustrations of their context, but function in more symbolic
relation to it—in Siskind’s words, “my pictures contained within them a metaphor.”468
Whereas some commentators have resorted to simile when responding to his work—
maintaining, for instance, that it looks like midcentury painting, a metaphor is less
direct—operating through resonance rather than resemblance. Hess emphasized this
point, observing: “Beneath any cosmetic likeness to the Abstract-Expressionist surface
lies Siskind’s dedication to the ambiguous, the allusive, the extended metaphors implied
by chains of association.”469 When, for instance, the artist spoke about photographing
rocks on Martha’s Vineyard, he made clear that in his mind these were not simply formal
exercises, nor were they meant only as documentations of stone; instead, in his words, the
“thinking that enabled me to take these pictures” was a consideration of the dynamics of
a family (Fig. 4.4).470 Of these human bonds, the artist reflected: “I began to think of
something that to me was equivalent, and that is the way these rocks sheltered other
rocks, how they pressed on each other, and I began to feel the pressures and the
relationships.”471
To comprehend metaphorically, as Siskind’s comments suggest, is to recognize
conceptual echoes between two—often seemingly incongruent—entities; a metaphor
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depends upon an active dialogue to manifest intertwined meanings.472 Translated into
temporal terms, this model depends upon simultaneity. When thinking metaphorically,
we engage with one thing that calls forth concurrent allusions—which are only relevant
and resonant because of the meaning we attach to the source object. Such associative
pairs do not negate the integrity of either element; their conjoining does not lessen the
constituent parts. Siskind’s rocks, therefore, do not stop being rocks; they are present
both in their geological physicality and as evocations of familial dynamics.473 One of
Siskind’s most famous photographs, for instance, is a portrait of a glove lying on a
wooden deck—but its subject functions as much more than a discarded garment (Fig.
4.13). Yearning for its misplaced companion, or for the hand that could fill its form, this
glove conveys a range of longings and belongings that depend on the sartorial while also
reverberating beyond its scope.474
Observing this tendency, curator Peter Turner asserted: “There is an ambiguity to
Siskind’s work, being very firmly what it is and with equal certainty something quite
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different too.”475 This sense of “equal certainty” is borne out in Siskind’s title for my
focal series, the first two terms of which he tellingly inverted during his career.476 When
terrors and pleasures are interchangeable as well as additive, they yield a kind of
linguistic and conceptual upside down: the “and” operates as a syntactical horizon,
allowing reversal and rotation. Pleasures turn to terrors—and terrors resolve into
pleasures.
This spectrum of emotional registers emanates from the bodies in Siskind’s
frames. Arms outstretched to clutch the air, wing-like and soaring, one figure is an
embodiment of uplift (Fig. 4.14)—while another seems to plummet, Icarus-like (Fig.
4.15). Gravitation and levitation—in their physical and metaphoric forms—are copresent. Like so many of these airborne figures, the man in No. 477 (Fig. 4.16) combines
energies: leaning into the atmosphere, either helplessly or willfully—we are not certain
which—he opens his arms as though about to embrace or fend off the sky.
By catching—as some say photographers do—bodies as they fell, Siskind
activated associations that transcend the specificity of young men propelling themselves
into Lake Michigan. Given their indeterminate setting and coordinates, his images hold
within themselves echoes of, and imagined futures for, other bodies aloft. The fact that
they are capable of calling forth a long arc of figural references—from enslaved people
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hurtling to their tragic deaths as an alternative to lived brutality to the haunting “Falling
Man” image of 9/11, and from jubilant jumps in travel snapshots to internalized dreams
of flight—is both proof of their resonance and perhaps contributes to the interpretive
perplexity with which they have been met.477 A part of the photographs’ resounding
presence is their seeming insistence to hold specificity at a distance.
Nevertheless, despite the myriad physical and metaphysical corollaries these
bodies can open along a vertical axis, Siskind strategically placed them in more enigmatic
gravitational conditions. In fact, though they are often referred to as “the divers,” it is not
even evident that the figures centered in Siskind’s frames are diving. Levitation, the third
operative term in his title, emphasizes this fact; to levitate is to float between—to
spatially manifest an “and.” In a fitting echo of the artist’s aesthetic credo, scholar Peter
Adey notes in his cultural history of levitation that it is “a kind of tension—balanced
between opposing forces.”478 Directionally, the photographer’s chosen descriptor
signifies a liminal state that does not project vertical or horizontal momentum—so that in
order to convey levitation, Siskind pictorially suspended the force of gravity to neutralize
its axial determinism.
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In describing the process of creating his series, the artist embraced the
transcendent potential of his titular term:
Looking through the contact sheets I came across something that was very
interesting to me, where something seemed to happen to the figure while he was
up there. I related it to dream states; these people were floating. Then the word
‘levitation’ came to me. These guys are moving through the air away from reality
and in a dream.479
While Siskind locates this levitation as angled toward the imaginary, I contend that the
oneiric is not the only realm in which his pictures operate. These “floating” figures were,
first of all, documented—in actual airborne configurations. Moreover, the photographs
were made during a period when visions of embodied weightlessness were rapidly
becoming reality.
Navigating this terrain between possibility and actuality, the suspension at the
heart of Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation is a veritable invitation to metaphoric
construction. Just as rocks might, in Siskind’s account, more readily convey essential
qualities of human relationships than bodies because they are removed enough to invoke
rather than illustrate, Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation challenges us to treat embodied
weightlessness with a similar expansive sensibility. Suspended bodies, these photographs
show, are not merely corporeal—representational though they may be. Nor, significantly,
are they purely “abstract,” as such a singular characterization disregards their embodied
core. By amplifying both aspects of their presence, Siskind opened space for symbolic
registers of meaning.
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From the “Period Eye” to a “Period Sensation”
While viewers from different eras might read these images as documentations of
bodies in the throes of gravity’s pull, in a midcentury context they also readily portrayed
a suspension of its force—and now serve as a pithy crystallization of the pervading
gravitational imagination that would have activated such an association. Weightlessness
held particular charge in the years when Siskind pictured its potential—and he sought out
the kinds of materials that rendered it a part of his era’s cultural consciousness. In light of
historic efforts within the history of photography to emphasize the “abstract” elements of
his career, the extent to which Siskind was an informed and active member of society
have not been brought to bear on his work. Yet as he said in an interview: “Where do you
think I get the ideas for my pictures? My experience of pictures as well as my experience
in life.”480 Chiarenza emphasized what a voracious reader and consumer of broad forms
of culture he was, saying, for instance, “He keeps in touch with major events and ideas in
the world around him, reads Jorge Luis Borges and The New Yorker and The New York
Times, watches television news and sports.”481 This openness was applied to his
contemporary artistic sphere—as the aforementioned bonds with Abstract Expressionism
brought to light—but also included a range of aesthetic sources. Early in Siskind’s
photographic career, Barnett Newman helped to secure him an assignment to document
an exhibition of pre-Colombian sculpture at Betty Parsons’ gallery. Siskind often cited
this experience as transformative; after having photographed the show, he went to
Gloucester, Massachusetts—where he had already spent significant time—but suddenly
480
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the stones there took on a new tenor; they were reshaped and enlivened in mental
dialogue with the pre-Colombian forms.482 Siskind’s recognition that engaging with
historic sculptures made him see differently exemplifies how he welcomed external
stimuli into his process. Attesting to this in a 1950-56 “Credo,” the artist wrote: “What I
am conscious of and what I feel is the picture I am making, the relation of that picture to
others I have made and, more generally, its relation to others that I have experienced.”483
Given Siskind’s assertions about his works being in dialogue with a pictorial
lineage and his broader sociocultural engagement, he would surely have been receptive to
the envisionings of weightless embodiment that were so prevalent in his world. Still, this
argument does not hinge on Siskind’s individualized sphere of experience; I am less
invested in proving a specific connection between the artist and Space Age culture than
characterizing an embodied aesthetic that is metaphorically crystallized in—and can be
accessed through—Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation. What art historian Michael
Baxandall famously termed the “period eye” registers the particularities of its epoch
through a more general milieu that materializes in the visible and visual.484 The art
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objects that come from, and cater to, such chronologically-located sight can be ciphers
for their era’s ways of seeing and being—calling them forth even if they do not
outwardly picture anything optical.
Indeed, though Baxandall was more focused on the visual—a self-evident
cornerstone of art history—his approach does not preclude acknowledgment that our eyes
are intertwined with our full corporeality—and its impact on our selfhood.485
Recognizing this, Christopher Wood observed that Baxandall’s Painting and Experience
in Fifteenth-Century Italy “gives us the embodied eye of the period.”486 What Wood
describes—a form of viewership that takes into account how what we see depends upon
how we feel in our bodies—was even more pointedly in operation at midcentury, during
a period of global engagement with a profoundly new form of embodiment that had never
before been experienced in our terrestrial reality: sustained weightlessness. I contend that
a midcentury “period eye” should therefore be phenomenologically-situated—expanding
beyond Wood’s “embodied” qualifier to wholly become a “period sensation.” This model
acknowledges how objects have the power not only to portray corporeal experience but
also to activate its implications in their viewers’ bodies—and that effect is particularly
poignant in the case study of airborne suspension at midcentury.
framework. Baxandall’s account is thus not merely a comment on the historicity of vision or the ways it is
shaped by an expanded range of sources.
485
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“Prophetically anticipatory of Man in Space”
Siskind’s photographs are surely experienced as visual objects; they are seen—but
they are also felt—and the ways we interpret their embodied address should be informed
by the sensory descriptions and depictions in the culture surrounding their emergence.
There is a precedent for responding to Siskind’s photographs in this fashion—for
recognizing how they are portals to affective experience. Chiarenza noted:
Variations of expressions of duality seemed to pour out of Siskind…Past
references to contrasts of shape and tone, and to metaphorical allusions to demons
may prove useful as points of entry, but in the end the viewer must respond from
a sympathetic, nonverbal experience of one’s own; one must let go of the attempt
to analyze and be willing to be taken over by the picture, as Siskind could
willingly submit to a performance of a Schubert quartet.487
The potential for Siskind’s photographs to “take us over” is built into their foundation.
By resuscitating how Siskind’s original viewers might have seen—and sensed—the
photographs, we can access the gravitational tenor that informs both their initial creation
and their lasting impact.
In what is for my arguments the most pivotal of the parenthetical references to the
series, Grace Mayer, then curator of photography at MoMA, offered commentary on
Siskind’s remarks at the opening celebration of his 1965 retrospective; she quoted him as
saying:
“Even this exhibition and celebration is a mixed blessing…from where I stand…a
kind of ending. But my life…is in beginnings…. I must be on my way to where I
can suppose, stumble, dream, conjecture, and play and fondle like a voluptuary.
Ah the pleasures and Oh the terrors of levitation.”488
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To clarify the artist’s conclusion, Mayer offered an aside, articulating the seeds of my
thesis: “(The reference is to a reprise or play on the title of a pivotal Siskind series of
1953-54 [sic], showing a plummeting figure in a dive prophetically anticipatory of Man
in Space.)”489 To Mayer’s eyes—and body—this correlation was readily apparent.
Perhaps the association seemed so evident as to merit only a passing acknowledgment—
but the force and implications of that resonance have since been buried under the layers
of intervening decades. What for her appeared as a clear visual echo—bodies suspended
in the air calling forth humanity’s engagements with existence in outer space—now
evidences the “period sensation” that gave rise to this very observation.
Reinvigorating material from this moment—the production that surrounded
Siskind’s practice and impacted his ways of seeing—opens Pleasures and Terrors of
Levitation up to a set of associative gravitational corollaries. Before humans went to
space, their weightless journeys were envisioned and actively researched—feeding a
fascination with this embodied state that was particularly evident in the 1950s and 1960s.
What Mayer framed as “prophetically anticipatory” was so because of a then-current
theme coursing through visual and popular culture, artistic endeavors, and scientific
studies. If the moniker for this era—the Space Age—is any indication, the expansion of
human existence beyond its previous terrestrial bounds was so influential as to be
defining.
To accommodate this collective imagination, novel modes of communication
emerged. As myriad publications with titles such as Space Age Dictionary attest, this
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period invited—even required—a new set of terms and understandings. The editors of the
1959 Guide to the Space Age, for instance, note:
Within the span of a few short years, space technology…has become a
sophisticated industry with a widespread interest not only to those individuals
directly involved but to the general public as a whole. As has been proved in the
past, when a new technical area has come into being…it inevitably becomes
necessary to evolve a vocabulary to enhance the always complicated problem of
communication; old terms either take on new meanings or they are placed in use
by different groups to whom the meaning and usage is new and strange.490
Such semiotic evolution was not purely linguistic. New aesthetic lexicons emerged in an
era imagining and experiencing expansive ways of being. More specific to my analysis,
the portrayal and perception of embodied suspension developed alongside engagement
with the outer reaches of our known universe. Siskind, who actively sought out
associative and adaptive meanings, was well-poised to propel this incipient iconography.
This period is often, and rightfully, characterized as one preoccupied with the
assertion of political power through technological prowess, in a “Space Race” that set
nations in competition among the stars—as a Time magazine cover so pointedly pictured
leading up to humanity’s first footsteps on the moon (Fig. 4.17). Even the most prosaic
corners of life were affected by these imperialist impulses: the backs of collectible cards
distributed with snacks, for instance, were released in series entitled “Conquest of
Space.” The phenomenon of weightlessness, though, took on existential and embodied
meanings that shift this geopolitical tenor into more metaphoric and phenomenological
terrain. “Zero gravity” was one of the most captivating of the phenomena that
preoccupied those researching and envisioning travel beyond Earth’s atmosphere—and

490

Carl W. and Hazel C. Besserer, Guide to the Space Age (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, Inc.,
1959), v.

225

one with resounding implications for corporeal as well as conceptual human experience.
The prospect of being without bearings brought with it profound “pleasures and terrors,”
awakening a creative public imagination and yielding robust production across a range of
cultural realms, from the scientific to the philosophical. While the broader import of this
mindset has effectively been analyzed by Petersen, and in texts such as Imagining Outer
Space: European Astroculture in the Twentieth Century, the specific history of attitudes
toward weightlessness has garnered less focused attention and thus not been thoroughly
collated or codified, particularly with respect to its manifestations in visual culture.491 I
seek to address that gap, using Siskind’s photographs as a lens to encounter the “period
sensation” that helped to bring his work into being and still courses through it. Placing
this rich body of gravitational material in dialogue with Pleasures and Terrors of
Levitation proves illuminating.

Weightlessness: “An absolutely new condition”
As a novel sensation, sustained weightlessness was imbued with uncertainty.
Midcentury engagements with its potential originated from a set of unknowns—and
materialized in efforts to test their limits and educate the public in the process. A
Weetabix “Conquest of Space” card called the “Absence of Gravity,” for instance, takes
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an instructional tone: “We feel ‘weight’ only when we are supported against gravity—
e.g. when we stand on the ground” (Fig. 4.18). The narrative goes on to detail how the
feeling of weightlessness can be accessed briefly within the earth’s atmosphere in an
airplane, at the apex of a parabolic flight path; in these intervals, passengers “float from
their seats and even turn upside down. Weightless conditions would exist throughout a
space journey...” The picture accompanying this description features a man who seems to
sit on supportive air—his legs outstretched as if resting on an atmospheric ottoman;
floating, his pose tells us, can be leisurely, or even banal. The equivalent card from
BeanO Bubble Gum—titled “Weightlessness”—revolves its pictured astronaut on our
anticipated axis so that he floats in an upturned position relative to fixed chairs that
suggests a “floor;” we are reminded that the notions of “up” and “down” are themselves
dependent on gravity (Fig. 4.19).
Such items drew upon contemporary scientific studies, forming one of many
avenues for the dissemination of burgeoning knowledge about how humans would
respond to what Gagarin and Lebedev referred to as the “absolutely new condition” of
existing in “zero gravity.”492 Period literature emphasized the unprecedented nature of
this sensation and its impact, mentally as well as physically. In a 1959 Science Newsletter
entitled “Man in a Space Ship,” Helen Buechl cited space medicine to conclude, of
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weightlessness: “Psychologically, it is the most fascinating problem of space flight
because it has no parallel in human experience on the ground or in most conventional
flying.”493 After millennia of earthbound existence, humans were facing a profoundly
new state of being, and contemplating its potential effects.
Stressing the scale of research to address this “problem,” astronaut Malcolm Scott
Carpenter reported that “[t]he major unknown quantity” for the space program “involved
the reaction of our bodies to long periods of weightlessness in orbital flights. We were
able to simulate orbital weightlessness in aircraft, but only for very short periods of
time.”494 Notably, his emphasis is on duration; a full journey into space would be the first
time a state of floating was sustained. This prolonged exposure brought with it a set of
anxieties. A 1967 entry about astronauts’ training in The McGraw-Hill Encyclopedia of
Space states:
The phenomenon of weightlessness was, perhaps, the biggest of the unknowns
facing man during his ‘leap into space.’ Many experts had made the most
alarming predictions, as to what would happen during prolonged weightlessness,
such as nausea, disorientation, soporific action, insomnia, fatigue, lack of rest,
etc.495
While many of these fears focused on physical health, the “weightlessness” definition in
the Besserers’ 1959 Guide to the Space Age echoes Buechl, foregrounding how this
embodied experience could have intense effects on the mind; the entry reads: “A
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condition in free fall. It may be physiologically unimportant but psychologically
dangerous in space flight.”496 Such recognitions frame this new sensation
phenomenologically—recognizing how what stems from our corporeal perceptual
schemas can manifest in the psyche.
To explore this “major unknown quantity,” numerous experiments were devised,
aiming to unmoor subjects enough to simulate the effects of space travel. A Cornell
Aeronautical Laboratory study, for instance, began from the premise that parabolic flights
are a problematic source of evidence because their brief trajectories “have prohibited
steady-state studies of the behavior and performance of humans under the weightless
condition. With manned space flight imminent, the need for knowledge of human
reaction to this foreign environment is urgent.” Positing that the other primary means of
simulating weightlessness—placing subjects in buoyant liquid—might also be an
insufficient proxy, the study set out to analyze the “suspicion that the gravity sensors of
the inner ear…might provide continuous reference data on the gravitational vertical and
thus preclude the most important simulation goal—the loss of spatial orientation.”497 The
intention of these experiments was thus to disorient their subjects—to analyze and
understand how humans respond to the apparent lack of a force so fundamental to our
earthly existence that its omission seems to test the limits of the imagination as well as
the body. It was the removal of definitive bearings, and a prolongation of that condition,
that would feel so novel—and was thus a locus of attention.
496
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At the most fundamental and extreme level, these weightlessness simulations
were initiated to address fears that terrestrial beings could not withstand sustained
weightlessness—which is why the first living creatures sent to space were animals.498
Prior to orbital adventures, a veritable menagerie was first subjected to parabolic flights.
Once researchers had confirmed these creatures could survive, they began testing
coordination while weightless—in both animals and humans. The text accompanying a
1956 “Pioneering Tomorrow” press image (Fig. 4.20) reads:
One barrier that space presents but it is believed man can overcome is the ‘zero-G
state.’ At a certain height, man’s body is in a state of complete weightlessness.
Some medical experts believe that such a condition would confuse the mind and
incapacitate the nervous system. With Air Force permission, Mallan himself [the
photographer] was strapped tightly in the seat of a C-47 as it made 15 ballistic
dives to cancel out the effect of gravity. Volunteer subjects floated lazily through
the aircraft cabin and the camera floated right out of his hand. But he was able to
grab it, pull it down, focus and snap this among a dozen pictures. This first such
photo of a human floating in a gravity-free state proves human sight provides
coordination even in ‘zero-G.
Photography here stands as evidence not only of what it pictures—“a human floating in a
gravity-free state”—but also of corporeal function while weightless; the capacity to take a
picture indicates coordination—and is, fittingly, allowed by vision.499
Numerous studies sought to analyze the effects of this disorientation. The
objective of one experiment with feline subjects was “to determine whether or not the cat
would be capable of ‘righting’ itself when held upside down while experiencing
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weightlessness.”500 Here, terrestrial bearings were again challenged—conjuring the
upturned astronaut whose image accompanied a pack of bubble gum. As the Man in
Space booklet published by the Science Service—an organization dedicated to the
dissemination of scientific knowledge to the broader public—recounted in 1969 of an
astronaut’s shifted expectations while weightless: “He has to get used to accepting the
ceiling as the floor at times in this freakish world of weightlessness.”501 Living “upside
down”—but not discerning it as such in the absence of fixed axes—became a signifier for
weightlessness, as an illustration in Gagarin and Lebedev’s Psychology and Space makes
clear (Fig. 4.21).502
Accounts by the men who first experienced this rotational reality testify to the
scope of psychological and emotional responses it elicited. The feelings range from
euphoria to panic—or, as Siskind’s title prompts, from pleasures to terrors. Buechl
summarized these effects:
Virtually all of the men reported sensations of floating or slowly drifting during
weightless states. About half of them felt very comfortable and reported no
unusual sensations of motion other than a slight elation associated with the feeling
500
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of exhilaration and pleasantness. Several vividly described sensations of falling,
tumbling, rolling over, or being suspended in mid-air upside-down. About onethird of the men reported that they experienced discomfort, nausea and severe
attacks of motion sickness.503
Reflections by those who experienced weightlessness first-hand echo this intense
spectrum. While Gagarin recounted “a sensation of pleasant lightness… Everything was
easy and free,” another subject described zero-g as “the impression that everything
around me was breaking up, collapsing, and dispersing. I was gripped by terror and did
not understand what was going on around me.”504 One pilot “felt a strong fear, anguish
and anxiety; he said good-bye to life, and cried,” but psychologist and space medicine
researcher Siegfried Gerathewohl wrote that “never before in his life had he ever
experienced so pleasant a sensation as in the weightless condition.”505 Notably, the same
person could experience both extremes during a single brief period: Gagarin and Lebedev
reported that some people who are subjected to zero-g
have the illusion of falling, the feeling that they are turning over and are hanging
head down. This is disturbing: they lose their bearings in space and experience
perceptual errors. This condition lasts for 2-6 seconds, giving way in some cases
to euphoria…they forget the program of the experiment, become playful, and feel
exhilarated.506
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Even with prior notions of what they might experience, the subjects were sometimes
quite literally thrown off by the actuality of the sensation; as Lebedev recounts of his
parabolic flight:
At the beginning of weightlessness, I felt that I was falling into an abyss…The
postures of the people unsupported in space were extraordinary: some were
floating feet upwards, others sideways, and so on…Everything seemed
extraordinary and amusing. With my theoretical knowledge of zero-g sensations, I
had expected to have a bad time…but I found the opposite. It caused a sense of
delight, which soon became euphoria.507
A source of fear could be cause for elation, and vice versa. Acknowledging that the same
experience was capable of yielding such diametrically different emotional effects held
weightlessness up as a condition that could accommodate not only individualized
subjective experience, but also a kind of productive contradiction. The sensation could
hold opposing, and simultaneous, dualities.508 In his sensitive account of Siskind’s
photographs, Chiarenza seems to channel these embodied descriptions of weightlessness
without citing them; he acknowledges the perceptual confluence inherent to floating,
even recognizing its potential to be a conflated emotional experience, saying: “At the
moment of levitation, anxiety and exhilaration are indistinguishable.”509
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Popular and Commercial Culture—or, “Why Be Earthbound?”
These dual embodied realities were channeled into popular and commercial
culture—as both the allure of and anxieties about weightlessness were ripe for narrative,
and could be marketed.510 Vodka advertisements, for instance, position stylish socialites
in the stars, their effortless floating seeming to enhance the chic appeal of their cocktail
hour (Fig. 4.22). An insurance group makes that same groundlessness seem far more
troubling, as a suit-clad businessman spirals in a starry free-fall, accompanied by the
phrase “Ever feel ‘a million miles from nowhere?’” (Fig. 4.23). Still another marketing
piece upends this unnerving element, directing its audience toward unrestricted
possibility: “Why be earthbound?” retorts a 1966 Tampax advertisement, featuring a
blissful woman floating in what is billed as “total freedom” (Fig. 4.24). Her pose is a
circumnavigated recapitulation of the figure in Siskind’s No. 37 (Fig. 4.25)—both bodies
soaring. Spacewalking, in this guise, is not only adventurous, but a shorthand for
liberatory experience—joined, in a fitting full-circle of this dissertation, with a scene at
lower left of a woman on horseback; the paired equine and human bodies are nearly
airborne, about to reach the “interval of suspension” first documented by Muybridge. If
any menstruating woman could, as the advertisement promises, “feel carefree,
comfortable, confident. Even confident enough for space walking!”—and that liberation
was metaphorically correlated with eschewing earthbound existence—surely
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weightlessness was no longer a rarified phenomenon. Its psychic potential was
imaginatively accessible.
In a more narrative arena, the 1956 children’s book Danny Dunn and the AntiGravity Paint follows the adventures of a boy whose spill of his scientist-mentor’s
potion—an “aerial gesture” of the type profiled in my second chapter—yields a new
compound that grants levitational power to anything it touches.511 As Professor Bullfinch
declares after he ascends to the ceiling, “We have conquered gravity!”512 The story,
replete with gravitational puns and plays on words—reads as a thrilling engagement with
young dreams of space travel. In both text and illustrations, a significant portion of the
book’s intrigue is tied to weightlessness, and informed by current accounts of the
sensation (e.g. Fig. 4.26).
Similarly aimed at broad audiences, but of all ages, Walt Disney’s so-called
“science factual” program Man in Space, which originally aired in 1955, includes an
extended sequence following a man as he is, according to the narrator, physicist Heinz
Haber, “without support…floating freely, drifting, tumbling, and twisting helplessly"
(Fig. 4.27).513 We watch as the animation unfolds, illustrating, for instance, that “Without
weight, our notions of up and down no longer exist” and that, given this novel sensation,
an astronaut will have to “coordinate himself under an entirely new set of rules.” In 1964,
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this section was excerpted as its own short feature, All About Weightlessness: The
Astronaut’s Dilemma—indicating the staying power of that particular portion of Disney’s
narrative. At one point, in a bid to activate a sense of familiarity in the midst of so many
invocations of the new, Haber reminds us that, “weightlessness is not such an unearthly
experience. We become weightless for a short while in a dive…” Diving—precisely the
activity Siskind pictured—is, we learn, its own momentary access to the sensation of
floating.514
Four years later, what Disney had animated was famously acted out; in perhaps
the most iconic manifestation of these themes, the science-fiction film 2001: A Space
Odyssey (directed by Stanley Kubrick, 1968), embodied associations with weightlessness
feature prominently (Fig. 4.28).515 Numerous sequences visualize existence in a realm
without a terrestrial downward pull. A formative “match cut” sets the story’s stage—
when a bone-tool tossed skyward becomes a spacecraft hurtling through a star-studded
abyss—so that airborne suspension registers as both a medium of connectivity and a
means of associating somewhat somber notions of “progress.”516 Later, when we are met
with humanity’s future, it is a world where the screens backing airplane-style seats—
here, shuttling people between planets rather than above continents—project the message
514
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“Caution: Weightless Conditions.” Passengers must navigate “Zero Gravity Toilets,” and
a business man’s pen floats away while he naps; flight attendants, meanwhile, revolve
around the cabin, unfazed as they are continually upended (Fig. 4.29). In a climactic pivot
of the story, the fear of losing oneself to an abyss is put into the ultimate dramatic terms,
when the computer HAL sends astronaut Frank Poole jettisoning into space to float to his
demise (Fig. 4.30).
Seen alongside such cinematic scenes, Siskind’s photographs read less as “stills”
of trajectories put into place by determinant gravity and more as ones that sustain its
seeming absence. Rather than picturing the inevitability of a fall, whose visual sequence
assumes continuity along a vertical axis, Kubrick’s filmic images hold such coordinates
at bay. Among the myriad messages that can be derived from the famously metaphorsaturated film, then, 2001 makes palpable a suspended embodiment that was at the time a
sensory fascination. Significantly, this aspect of the film was observed and theorized just
after its premiere by scholar Annette Michelson, in her 1969 “Bodies in Space: Film as
‘Carnal Knowledge.’” 2001, in her words, explores:
the structural potentialities of haptic disorientation as agent of cognition.
Navigation—of a vessel or human body—through a space in which gravitational
pull is suspended, introduces heightened pleasures and problems, the
intensification of erotic liberation and of the difficulty of purposeful activity. In
that floating freedom, all directed and purposive movement becomes work, the
simplest task an exploit. The new freedom poses for the mind, in and through the
body, the problematic implications of all freedom, forcing the body’s recognition
of its suspended coordinates as its necessity.517
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The “total freedom” promised by Tampax here takes on “heightened pleasures and
problems”—again a near-direct echo of Siskind’s titular language and, in turn, an
evocation of what his imagery portrays. In this “space in which gravitational pull is
suspended,” potential is both thrilling and overwhelming. Michelson’s observations give
linguistic form to a midcentury “period sensation” and its metaphoric registers. What is
freeing can surely also be fearsome—but that disorientation yields newfound pathways.

Other Artists—Portraying “Subjects who defied gravity”
Many of Siskind’s artistic colleagues experimented with giving this suspended
sensation form, even devising means of sending people skyward to turn imagined
levitation into physical experience.518 In Charlotte Moorman, Jim McWilliams, and Otto
Piene’s Sky Kiss (1968) (Fig. 4.31), for instance, Moorman played her cello in the air
while suspended from helium balloons. In an interview, she noted that this was “the first
time I ever experienced that weightless feeling, which is a wonderful feeling, by the
way.”519 Takis was determined to go further, removing any support such as balloon
power to essentially make weightlessness simulations into artistic interventions. He used
518

This chapter is by no means intended as a comprehensive inventory of the art produced in this era that
engages gravitational resistance; rather, I offer a sampling of the kinds of images Siskind would have, as he
put it, “experienced”—as this is representative of the visual ecosystem informing his production. Some
scholars before me have laid groundwork for collating these artworks and their implications—and I am
indebted to them for their contributions. See especially Eduardo Kac, “Against Gravitropism: Art and the
Joys of Levitation,” in Zero Gravity: A Cultural Users Guide (London: The Arts Catalyst, 2005), 18-25;
Petersen, Space-Age Aesthetics, and Petersen’s brief but helpful recent essay, “Sculpture in Space:
Flotation and Levitation in Postwar Art,” Leonardo 51, no. 5 (October 2018): 498–502.
https://doi.org/10.1162/LEON_a_01353.
519
I thank Vin Grabill for calling my attention to this artwork, and for his filmic documentation and
account of its production, from which Moorman’s quote is pulled: see https://vimeo.com/17038894; see
documentation and mention of this artwork in the online exhibition, Air Time, from Sprüth Magers:
https://spruethmagers.com/exhibitions/otto-piene-air-time/.

238

magnetic forces to suspend objects—what curator and critic Guy Brett called “an escape
from gravity, a metaphor for friendship” (Fig. 4.32).520 In 1960, he applied the method to
a human subject, suspending poet Sinclair Belies mid-air in a work aptly-titled The
Impossible, A Man in Space (Fig. 4.33).521
Some of Siskind’s fellow photographers, too, joined him in experimenting with
picturing people aloft. In near-exact synchrony with Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation,
photo-journalist Philippe Halsman asked his famous subjects—from Robert Oppenheimer
to Grace Kelly to Aldous Huxley—to jump for him (Fig. 4.34). His 1959 Jump Book—
which compiles some of the pictorial results and articulates the photographer’s pseudoacademic “theory” of “jumpology,”—is succinctly dedicated: “To my subjects who
defied gravity.”522 Halsman insisted that, “In a jump the subject, in a sudden burst of
energy, overcomes gravity…The real self becomes visible.”523 Brigitte Bardot’s jumps,
for instance, read as uninhibited embodiments of joy—her legs tucked and arms open to
the sky (Fig. 4.35) in a pose echoing that of the diver in No. 99 (Fig. 4.14). Salvador
Dali’s portrait (Fig. 4.36) is a more staged encapsulation of airborne dynamics. Halsman
notes that the photograph “was made during the artist’s atomic period, in which he
painted everything in suspension;” to obtain the final image, “it took 28 triple throws of
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cats and 28 splashes of water.”524 While this is the most fantastical of the images—in
keeping with the surrealist aesthetic of its subject—recall that airborne cats were at the
same time subjects of scientific experiments about the limits and possibilities of
coordination while weightless.
Still, Halsman was not explicitly portraying or even necessarily attempting to
conjure elements of the Space Race—but his portraits, and the impulse to ask his subjects
to jump in the first place, coincided with the novel gravitational experiences permeating
his cultural milieu.525 This confluence is perfectly illustrated in a November 1959 Life
magazine—the cover of which is graced with one of Marilyn Monroe’s carefree jumps
(Fig. 4.37). Echoes of this dissertation reverberate across the periodical’s pages (Fig.
4.38): a feature on Halsman’s jump portraits is accompanied by an essay on one of the
first photographs of the “dark side of the moon” and a profile on Russian cosmonauts that
shows them in a centrifuge, alongside pictures of space-bound dogs (Fig. 4.39). Also
included, notably, are a feature on Abstract Expressionism that photographically
illustrates Jackson Pollock enacting the “aerial gesture” analyzed in my second chapter
(Fig. 4.40), a piece on a fashion designer who swore that turning herself upside down
daily maintained her vitality—conjuring my third chapter (Fig. 4.41), and a story about a
horse with exceptional jumping abilities—which calls this dissertation’s opening to mind
(Fig. 4.42). Expanded gravitational possibilities abound.
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The fact that Siskind, like Halsman, did not literally call forth associations with
space exploration only reinforces the extent to which this sensibility had entered cultural
consciousness. Without depicting astronautics he still invoked them—and their attendant
metaphoric meanings—as a result of his lived experience. Moreover, the conditions
associated with this weightlessness were not reserved only for the select few trained to
travel to outer space. If Siskind’s men could be “floating,” and cocktail hours could be
envisioned among the stars, this gravitational imagination was widespread.
Activating this expanded outlook, Yves Klein called himself the “painter of
space”—a play on words to account for both outer space and earthly spatiality. In 1960,
he executed his Leap into the Void (Fig. 4.43), a manipulated photograph in which he
appears to be flying above a streetscape. Despite the suggestive title of this well-known
image, Klein’s environment is far less of a “void” than Siskind’s whitened skies; his body
thwarts gravity in the midst of an urban scene, proximate to the ground. The following
year—the same one in which humans first reached beyond earth’s atmosphere—Klein
wrote:
[W]e humans shall possess the right to levitate [my emphasis] in an effective and
total physical and spiritual freedom. Neither missiles nor rockets nor sputniks will
render man the “conquistador” of space…Man will only arrive at inhabiting space
through the terrifying though pacifying force of sensibility [my emphasis]. The
real conquest of space so much desired by him will only result from the
impregnation of man’s sensibility in space.526
Echoing Siskind’s titular verbiage and anticipating Michelson’s contemplations in
response to 2001, Klein was not claiming that all humans would somehow imminently
wake up to be astronauts—but calling, instead, for a shift in “sensibility,” a reframing of
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embodiment that could accommodate the simultaneity of terrors and pleasures that
stemmed from a newly suspended directionality.

“Lift the mind out of the gravitational field of the earth”
These cultural sources bespeak a fascination with weightlessness as an embodied
éntree into new orientational opportunities that could, in turn, register as a metaphor for
navigating uncertainty. Claire Seiler’s recent book, aptly-titled Midcentury Suspension:
Literature and Feeling in the Wake of World War II defines a mindset of the era that is
caught up in and defined by its position in the “fraught middle,” a persistent sense of inbetween-ness.527 While centered on literary manifestations of this liminal condition and
focused on the decade prior to Siskind’s practice, Seiler’s account attests to the ways in
which cultural production of this period contended with life not according to the
dichotomies and linearity that have often been retroactively ascribed to the era, but
through charged language of imaginative suspension. As previous chapters of this
dissertation demonstrate, even midcentury art historical interpretation participated in this
trend, and was often articulated in particularly gravitationally-coded terms—so that to
William Seitz, Monet’s paintings emanated a “levitational predisposition” and in Sam
Hunter’s eyes Jackson Pollock’s poured paint was “drawn into a new gravitational
system.”528 Curator Grace Mayer’s ready correlation of Pleasures and Terrors of
Levitation with embodiment in outer space takes part in this form of analysis and art527
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viewing. Conditioned to detect the potential of freedom from gravity, people like Mayer
could place Siskind’s series as both the product of and an invitation to that very “period
sensation.”
My point, therefore, is not to suggest that Siskind was intentionally trying to
transform divers into astronauts or even to literally illustrate his era’s relationship to
gravitation. However similar the poses of his subjects are to the many portrayals of
weightlessness, both scientifically documented and creatively envisioned, that surrounded
their production, his photographs are not simply a translation of period culture. Rather,
the presence of such material in his world reveals an ungrounded sensibility in which his
photographs participate—and that they simultaneously elicit. As Paris dealer Iris Clert—
who represented both Takis and Klein—observed in relation to a rivalry between those
two artists as they both took on anti-gravitational themes, “One invents nothing; ideas are
in the air”; Siskind’s imagery renders this aerial metaphor in symbolic and figural
terms.529
Philosopher Hannah Arendt meditated on what was “in the air” at midcentury,
contemplating the profound epistemological and existential effects of sending humanity
beyond the earth. In a 1963 essay entitled “Man’s Conquest of Space,” she wrote:
The categories and ideas of human reason have their ultimate source in the human
senses, and all conceptual or metaphysical language is actually and strictly
metaphorical. Moreover, the human brain which supposedly does our thinking is
as terrestrial, earthbound, as any other part of the human body. It was precisely by
abstracting from these terrestrial conditions, by appealing to a power of
imagination and abstraction that would, as it were, lift the human mind out of the
gravitational field of the earth and look down upon it from some point in the
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universe, that modern science reached its most glorious and, at the same time,
most baffling achievements.530
The capacity Arendt describes—directly articulated as a kind of gravitational
imagination—has the power to open mental space, to make available insights that were
not possible within the strictures of a singular dominant axis. If our reason is rooted in
sensory experience, as she asserts, and our means of making sense of the world is
“metaphorical”—Siskind’s photographs are pictorial proof of Arendt’s point. Pleasures
and Terrors of Levitation is a visual recognition that corporeal suspension carries
phenomenological and symbolic meaning.

“Fixed on the picture plane by a net of contradictory spatial clues”
This state of suspension is not just embodied by the figures floating within
Siskind’s imagery and metaphorically engendered by their presence—but also actively
constructed through the artist’s compositional strategies. At a foundational level, each of
the Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation images is markedly square—a shape that
emphasizes neither horizontality nor verticality, while allowing space for both.531 Contact
sheets indicate the extent to which Siskind produced these pictorial cubes to frame his
subjects’ movement, omitting extraneous white space (Fig. 4.44). In the final
photographs, vertical and horizontal are both at odds and at peace, cancelling one another
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out while drawing attention to their simultaneity. Hess’ commentary on the artist’s
careful geometry is telling:
you look at a Siskind photograph; you enter the artist’s universe—ordered, calm,
elegiac, darkling, forceful. You look around and feel the strong articulation of
abstract shapes. (‘He counts too much on Art,’ says a younger detractor, a
connoisseur of the désinvoltures of snapshot formats—our latest fad; Siskind is
almost never casual; even in the wonderful series of boys diving into Lake
Michigan, he insists upon a classic framing space.)532
These squares—along with the bodies they center—manifest deliberate coordinates. They
refuse both the definitive downward gesture of a fall and the horizontal momentum we
associate with flying, instead reifying the axial equilibrium of suspension. As Michelson
observed in her meditations on the form of experience typified by 2001: “A weightless
world is one in which the basic coordinates of horizontality and verticality are
suspended.”533
This phenomenon operates volumetrically as well—so that the pictures are poised
at a three-dimensional crux between depth and shallow space. Elaine de Kooning noted
that Siskind “reverses the natural photographic order of vision” because far and near
become interchangeable.534 When markers of distance do not read as such, spatial
orientation dissolves; we are left in continual oscillation. In Martha’s Vineyard III (Fig.
4.45), for instance, rocks become “negative space” before our eyes, while patches of air
take on volume. This geological “family” renders relationality not just through the
touching of weathered surfaces, but also in the interplay between stone and sky. The
dynamic is partly reversed in No. 59 (Fig. 4.46): while a boy’s left knee points outward,
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approaching our space, his acutely-angled right leg is flattened, in shadow; through this
fleshy frame, Siskind’s manipulations make pictorial ground out of a triangle of
atmospheric sky. The figure in No. 37 (Fig. 4.25) takes this dimensional play even
further, occupying a “white cube,” newly-conceived. Arms in a yogic cactus position,
torso twisted, his feet jut toward us—the left one seeming almost to protrude out of the
picture plane. Both this diver and his photographic setting are far from flat; instead, he
seems to measure the depth he inhabits. We read the indeterminate brightness around him
as volumetric because of the way his body takes up space—making an otherwise flat void
into a palpable arena.
Pairing these spatial oscillations with Siskind’s articulated focus on flatness,
particularly as his invocations resonate with Greenberg’s modernism, might seem
contradictory. But even that oft-cited form of “flatness” is not fully a reduction to two
dimensions; it is by emphasizing the planar that its interplay with depth comes most into
view. Siskind’s output hovers in precisely this kind of liminal space—horizontally and
vertically, laterally and volumetrically. Describing something of this aesthetic, Hess
noted, in comparing a Siskind photograph that was owned by de Kooning with a painting
by the Abstract Expressionist:
…de Kooning must have been surprised and gratified to find that Siskind had
discovered in the streets prototypes of his vision. And Siskind’s image isn’t a
simple object trouvé; he has emphasized unsettling ‘jumps’ of value, similar to
those that concerned de Kooning, as well as similar maskings of stroke and cuts
from white to black that eliminate distinctions between negative and positive
shapes. Read as wholes, Siskind’s image shares with de Kooning’s a sense of taut,
flattened modeling, a will to strong, Michelangelesque controposto, fixed on the
picture plane by a net of contradictory spatial clues (i.e. clues that signal ‘up’ and
‘down’ or ‘in’ and ‘out’ at the same time).535
535

Hess, “Introduction,” in Places, 7.

246

This concomitance of cues precludes distinct pathways.
As Hess’ comments emphasize, such multitudinous axial possibilities apply not
just to the bounds of the pictures—at their lateral or volumetric extent—but also to their
core content. When the “clues that signal ‘up’ and ‘down’ or ‘in’ and ‘out’” are present
“at the same time,” there is no singular trajectory suggested by the picture. Intriguingly, a
sequence from a documentary filmed toward the end of Siskind’s life shows a montage of
Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation being cinematically “animated” so that the bodies
seem to be alternately falling or somersaulting through the frame. By making these
figures kinetic, the footage acknowledges that the compositions do not necessarily issue
an orientational decree.536 Similarly, a 1955 issue of ArtNews that claims to be first to
reproduce images from the series, does so with a bold graphic design—placing the
figures tumbling across its pages (Fig. 4.47).537 A number of years after Siskind’s death,
his longtime friend Robert Rauschenberg followed a similar impulse, taking up—and
then upending—some of the figures from the series to incorporate them into various
artworks. Many of the men in Siskind’s frames already float upside down (e.g. No. 58,
Fig. 4.48), so Rauschenberg’s intervention plays out their potential revolutions
pictorially. In Bleach (Urban Bourbon) (1995) (Fig. 4.49), for instance, Rauschenberg
rotated the body in Siskind’s No. 37 (1953) (Fig. 4.25) while multiple bodies careen
536
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through the installation of A Quake in Paradise (Labyrinth) (1994) (Fig. 4.50).538
Manifesting the “loss of spatial orientation” sought by midcentury weightlessness
simulations in artistic form, these objects embrace a lack of inbuilt coordinates.539
This capacity to invite rotation operates across much of Siskind’s oeuvre. The
artist, known for his sense of humor, enjoyed telling the story of a woman who purchased
one of his photographs and asked whether he would be offended if she were to hang it
upside down. Siskind responded that he would prefer she view it while standing on her
head.540 As the third chapter of this dissertation explores—with Claude Monet’s
waterlilies as its core—the idea of upending oneself in front of imagery suggests not just
that the object might be open to oscillation, but that we, too, can be less rigid in our axial
orientation; our bodies, along with our eyes, can be moved before artworks.541 Like the
weightless figures floating upside down on collectible cards or a 2001 flight attendant
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working in a revolving world, Siskind’s pictures and their viewers were not averse to
shifting axes.
Levitation, in this sense, refers not just to the figures in Siskind’s frames, but to
the space they construct for our imagined habitation and embodied viewing. Siskind has
recalibrated expectations about the appearance of so-called “aerial photography,” which
is typically taken from above, instead offering a form of the genre that balances
horizontal and vertical axes. Though neither the artist nor his equipment were actually
floating—this was not like the photo shoot to prove coordination during an early
parabolic flight—Siskind’s editorial strategies position us in the air. Rather than turn his
camera downward or tilt it upward to meet the sky, he looked across.542 We, the
photographs’ viewers, find ourselves level with the pictured bodies—imaginatively
mirroring their floating forms in Siskind’s axially-equaled frames. As an invitation to
embodied engagement that reflects and reformulates gravitational dynamics, Pleasures
and Terrors of Levitation becomes a birthplace of a suspended viewer.
This tactic coincided with expanded understandings of aerial landscape imagery
in the face of space exploration.543 In 1969, Beaumont Newhall published Airborne
Camera: The World from the Air and Outer Space. While the majority of this volume is
devoted to photographs which maintain the trend of looking down on the earth, Newhall
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included an evocative observation about the significance of “the first view of our planet
in its entirety, as observed from the vicinity of the Moon: a globe suspended in space.”
Referring to this 1966 image taken by Lunar Orbiter 1 (Fig. 4.51), he elaborated: “The
first ‘long shot’ of our planet was a sensation. For the first time we no longer looked
down upon the Earth, but at the Earth—and we realized that every astronomical
photograph taken through a terrestrially-based telescope is indeed a space photograph
taken—from spacecraft Earth.”544 This observation reformulates our planet, and our
existence on it, so that we are all “suspended in space.” By reframing a sense of scale and
reorienting axes—to include the horizontal as well as the vertical—even life on Earth
becomes less grounded.

“Mystifying Fragments”
If this feeling of being “suspended in space” can be brought on by pictures—and
those depictions are composed of “a net of contradictory cues,” their effect can alter our
sense of “grounding” in a figurative as well as literal sense. Siskind’s images often gain
much of their power by only showing us what Elaine de Kooning termed “mystifying
fragments”; rather than telling a whole story, they ask us to offer our own sequels or
prequels to their narrative nucleus.545 In this way, the photographer’s enterprise was not
just one of selection, but of strategic framing; he isolated portions not so much to imply a
544
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whole of which they were a part, but to give them new agency. Removing adjacent
information allowed the subjects to shed their identity as sections—freeing them of the
fixity of visible context.546 Siskind recognized that any photograph has the potential to be
a fragment in this way—with bounds set in dynamic relation to a chosen core; he
embraced how this “cropping” strategy is fundamental to the medium’s power.547
Carefully placed edges establish what a picture opens onto and forecloses.
Such evacuation of contextual content often omits markers of scale—so that
boulders might be pebbles, and even feet, whose size we sense at the base of our ankles,
can nevertheless grow significant within the space of an image (Fig. 4.52). Siskind spoke
of this effect in kinetic terms, instructing that photographers should “move on objects
with your eye straight on, to the left, around on the right. Watch them grow large as you
approach, group and regroup themselves as you shift your position.”548 This active
elimination or manipulation of proportional measures often granted his photographs an
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elasticity—the capacity to expand and contract according to a viewer’s sensibility or
internal associations.549
Comparing contact sheets for Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation with final
compositions reveals how Siskind applied these scalar insights; in addition to the
aforementioned neutralization of axes, he removed water lines, diving boards, and
clouds—all anchoring elements of the actual scenes he had witnessed in the moment of
the pictures’ capture (e.g. Fig. 4.53). By distilling his pictorial ingredients, Siskind
effectively situated the divers in an expansive space and time. More specifically—and
crucially for my analysis—the mechanism for suggesting an absence of gravity when
operating within the terrestrial realm is to excise any parts of our world that could act as
directional cues. A glimpse of the lake, for instance, would not only have identified a
figure as a diver but established a below—water into which that body was plummeting
from above.
Siskind called attention to such choices when he included a trio of the Pleasures
and Terrors of Levitation contact sheets in an exhibition, aptly titled Photography: The
Selected Image, for which he served as a consultant.550 In his catalogue statement, the
artist reflected on edits he enacted to produce the series: “The title…helped me determine
549
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how realistically they should be depicted. I didn't want too much detail in the figure and
would photograph them generally in shadow. Also I knew I had to have a neutral space
which was square, blank, and infinite.”551 The impact of this pictorial setting is made
evident through a comparison Chiarenza mentions in a footnote—stating that Pleasures
and Terrors of Levitation has been paired with Alexandr Rodchenko’s Dive (1934) (Fig.
4.54); the latter image, while superficially of the same “subject” (a man diving into
water) is entirely different from Siskind’s series.552 Rodchenko shows us water and
civilization organized within discernible poles, Siskind—ambiguous air; Rodchenko’s
composition is full, Siskind’s pictures take place in a void. The bodies, as a result, play
nearly opposite roles in their respective images. Whereas Siskind’s figures stand out—or,
more accurately, float out—from their surroundings, Rodchenko’s diver blends in; seen
from afar, the former often read almost as silhouettes, while the latter is camouflaged.553
One type of embodiment is definitively situated, while the other is enigmatic.
Whole bodies, in this equation, are ultimately neither diminutive nor enormous—
but act as a kind of relational frame of reference. Siskind’s Durango 8, Mexico (1961)
(Fig. 4.55) demonstrates this differential and effect: as pictured people do, the man
551
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traversing the scene introduces a sense of scale—even as he is reduced to a wraith-like
blur against a wall. Since we see with our own bodies when we recognize figural
presence, however penumbral or passing, the painted marks behind this unidentified
figure read, relative to his form, as massive. Yet these gestures are so uncannily like the
“found paintings” in other Siskind images that their formal resonance calls those
compositions to mind. Architectural fragments which might before have been understood
as small here become monumental.
With bodies as both our internal origin and our only external reference in
Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation, we are therefore at a crux of scalar fluctuation.
Again, the “period sensation” offered by preparations for weightless journeys provides
resonant and relevant connections. Aside from the direct corollary of some astronauts’
undergoing a “disturbance” to the “body scheme”—whereby notions of “absolute and
relative size” of their bodies felt distorted—the broader experience of being in space
amounts to a massive shift in scale.554 Facing the many unknowns of space travel meant
contending with the profound isolation it would yield; floating in what Leonov and
Lebedev call “reference-less space” is perhaps the ultimate disassociation.555
Gagarin and Lebedev’s report of cosmonaut trainees who undertook solo highaltitude flights and therefore experienced “a sensation of being ‘cut off from the Earth,’”
even while within the atmosphere, once again echoes Siskind’s titular verbiage:
554
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Reactions to this state differ markedly. Half the airmen claim that it is a very
pleasant [my emphasis] feeling, that it produces exhilaration and a passionate
desire to continue the flight for as long as possible. The other half, however, find
it hard to endure this condition and refer to it as something terrible [my
emphasis].556
Recounting a similar aspect of his training, Gagarin spoke about being subjected to
extreme sensory deprivation in the “silent room” for hours or even days at a time—
periods undisclosed to him upon entry. This exercise, which sent many of his fellow
cosmonauts-in-training into panic, became enjoyable for Gagarin:
Cut off from my fellow-creatures, I imagined that I was on my flight round the
Earth. I shut my eyes and saw continents and oceans pass before me, saw night
follow day and the great cities light their countless lamps. Sometimes, I gave
myself up to the silence, which is so favorable to work, meditations, and
dreaming. I have always loved silence, and here it had a special quality.557
Left without stimuli, Gagarin resorted to and relied on his imagination. Inhabiting a kind
of experiential “mysterious fragment” allowed a void to take on vastness.
Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation thematizes this sensation. Even with bodies at
their core, the pictures ultimately document a form of “negative space.” If to levitate is to
be liberated from weight—to be weightless—that condition is construed in terrestrial
terms as subtractive. “Zero-gravity” is a state in which an otherwise inevitable force is
seemingly neutralized, while its more blatantly defiant cousin—an imagined mechanism
to yield “anti-gravity” the way Danny Dunn’s paint did—would actively go against our
earthbound ways.558
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As Siskind made clear in his approach to art-making, detachment can precede and
open space for enhanced associative potential. He noted that an object being
“photographed directly” may have “entered the picture,” but its presence there
simultaneously renders it “unrecognizable;” for it has been “removed from its usual
context, disassociated from its customary neighbors and forced into new relationships.”559
Even a removal of companions, he pointed out, is ultimately about connection because
“what we feel most about an isolated object is that it has been deprived of
relationship.”560 In this way, Siskind operated by way of associative logic even with
singular subjects—lone bodies—whose very enterprise is liminal disassociation. Hess
gestured toward this point when speaking of Siskind’s broader work—and even used
metaphorically gravitational language to do so—observing: “The subject tends to hide
within a composition that Siskind has isolated; it melts into strong diagonals and
balancing systems of gray. Which leaves its identity floating, riddling, a free target for
associations.”561 When an image’s “identity” is “floating”—the very word Siskind used
to describe the divers who hover in Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation—it becomes
more receptive to connectivity. Within such a system, figures aloft literally embody as
well as metaphorically invoke this openness.
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“His timeless moments are timely”
Translated into temporal terms, this approach sustains a moment once it is
detached from a discernible chronological context. Like fragments that cast wholeness
anew, the “instants” Siskind captured—whether of airborne figures or architectural
elements—are better posed as instances—pictorial manifestations of indeterminate
duration and tempo. The artist recounted how a psychologist acquaintance came to see a
show of his: “she looked around and she came up to me and said, Aaron, there is no time
in these pictures. She felt that they were out of time.”562 Perhaps this viewer detected a
kind of timelessness because of the photographs’ marked resistance to unidirectional
flow. Rather than picturing definitive positions along a timeline, the images are sliding
scales of temporality unto themselves.
By harnessing a broad sense of time, Siskind pushed against assumptions that
photography is a medium made for momentary capture, whose products can readily be
spatiotemporally located. Gilles Mora observed this effect—and, fittingly, granted it a
gravitational quality, saying that “Siskind begins by freeing things from their weight of
space and time and, thus allowing them to transcend their material condition, sets them
communicating among themselves inside a new system of references, a parallel world of
interacting signs within the contained, flat space of the print.”563 Historicity, Mora’s
comment metaphorically implies, can be heavy; releasing images from that sense of
chrono-gravity is what can grant them expanded meanings. While he identified this as a
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means of yielding intra-image dialogues, I see the pictures’ openness more as a conduit
for inter-temporality.
Even images that project atemporality do therefore have a “chrono-logic” even if
they do not readily convey chronology; we make sense of them by and through time.
Hess testified to this duality, saying:
Siskind, by disciplined intuition, has been able to recognize the forms of art in the
digestion of nature, and to preserve them in the timeless moment it takes for a
shutter to open and close. His timeless moments are timely; these are forms of the
moment. In a hundred years they will be precious documents of the exact
metaphysical angle that light reflected off stone, paper, iron, wood, sand, plaster
in the critical decade 1945-55. Today they are crystal mirrors held up to our most
personal reality.564
Seemingly ubiquitous scenes, this notion implies, can conjure the sense of an era. Siskind
spoke about the historically-bound selfhood that would yield such production, implying
that it inflected the way he approached art-making. In an interview, he recounted that
photography was inextricably linked with “your relationship with the world….we are
looking at the world a little differently in general than you know we did say 100 years
ago. And the difference is that there were certain things that have affected us.”565
However broad, Siskind’s statements affirm that he conceived of himself and his
photography—and all creative production, for that matter—as chronologically-situated.
Objects born in the Space Age would thus manifest the particular manner in which artists
of that period were “looking at the world.”
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Photographs of bodies in the air, through this lens, signal the sensibility of a
determinate epoch while also reverberating beyond its pulse. Pleasures and Terrors of
Levitation is “out of time” even as it is simultaneously a product of and portal to its
historical origin—a manifestation of a “period sensation.” These photographs inscribe
diachrony and synchrony, demonstrating even more specifically how a state of
suspension is itself an admixture of timescales—a form of concurrence ripe with temporal
suggestion.566 Disrupting gravitational systems, they show, throws more than spatial
orientation in flux; Siskind’s series yields chrono-flexibility.
Given its subject, Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation might at first seem less “out
of time” than rock walls or building façades; like the bodies caught aloft in Muybridge’s
frames nearly a century earlier, Siskind’s divers could not have been captured mid-air
without technological rapidity—since earthly gravity rendered their airborne
choreography a brief foray; mechanically, these images are the products of speed.
Nevertheless—and significantly—Siskind does not show us this velocity. By evacuating
his scenes of everything but bodies and space, the artist not only manipulated axes and
scale but effectively omitted a definitive tempo. While Muybridge’s sequences document
infinitesimal “intervals of suspension,” Siskind’s singular squares eschew periodic time.
Though they are parts of a series—and thus in inherent visual conversation with
one another—these pictured bodies communicate simultaneity. We do not read their
poses as successive stages of a single pathway through air, but as distinct moments of
566
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suspension unto themselves; they offer a range of possible positions. As so many of the
artworks at the heart of this dissertation remind us, the simultaneous can be expansive.
Siskind has extrapolated the reach of Muybridge’s Animal Locomotion, Plate 522 (Fig.
1.35)—granting it a Space Age frame of reference. Like Monet’s waterlilies, whose
liquid consonance resists sequential time to instead materialize what I have termed a
“simultaneous series,” Siskind’s project visually articulates capacious concomitance.
Ultimately, Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation gives form to the suspended bodies
implied and foretold by Monet’s expanses of “upside down” paint.
This is the case because—crucially—Siskind’s photographs would have appeared
less momentary when they were made; their first viewers were culturally-conditioned to
mentally subtract gravity from pictorial equations. Equipped with a “period sensation”
that interpreted bodies in the air as potentially weightless, they would have understood
how that state of being could exceed ephemeral instants, and that its path forward was not
necessarily determined—but, to use Hess’ language about Siskind’s imagery “‘up’ and
‘down’ or ‘in’ and ‘out’ at the same time.” Susanne von Falkenhausen notes that
Baxandall, in outlining his “period eye” model, “calls for an understanding of unfamiliar
cognitive skills in order to recognize historical habits of seeing.”567 In this vein, when
faced with Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation, we have the opportunity to gain access to
the Space Age “habits of seeing” that would have approached these images with a periodspecific gravitational imagination.
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When everything from collectible chewing-gum accompaniments to Disney
animated features to scientific simulations emphasized that going beyond our atmosphere
is never a momentary experience, however brief an orbital flight, weightlessness could
read as a sustained condition.568 Bodies aloft—the subject that for Muybridge had
typified photography’s aspiration toward instantaneity—during the Space Age
transformed into a visualization of floating, a phenomenological condition open to
prolongation rather than dependent on rapidity. If vodka-drinking socialites could be
leisurely lounging while mid-air, then gravity-free existence was no longer an experience
that could only be accessed through speedy somersaults, or the cameras capable of
capturing them in otherwise-invisible split-seconds. Duration and suspension, in this
temporal register, are in alignment rather than at odds. The bodies at the heart of
Siskind’s images are “held still,” but not as they fall through the frame along a definitive
vertical axis; they float there, “lifted,” in Arendt’s terms, “out of the gravitational field of
the earth” that yielded them.
As time itself has a history—in the sense that human relationships to temporality
are not fixed, but altered according to experience—Siskind’s images are, through a bit of
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mental gymnastics, evidence of a midcentury vision partly because they testify to the way
in which that era cultivated expansive conceptions of time. In so far as the Space Race
was driven by technological innovation, the era when Siskind made his photographs was
implicitly intent on futurity—and also especially committed to rapid acceleration toward
these goals. Buechl’s 1959 Science Newsletter entry, for instance, opens by reminding
her readers of the swift advancement of human engagements with space:
Just a yesterday ago, Buck Rogers and his space crew were considered interesting,
although fantastic, science fiction phenomena. Space flight at the time consisted
only of the problem of reproducing the imagination on sketch paper. Today, space
flight is no longer fiction. A short tomorrow away will bring the reality of flight to
the moon and other planets.569
Not only does she articulate a progressive narrative, Buechl contracts the sweep—so that
just two days transpire between fictional dreams and successful missions to other planets;
time is compressed, and imagination opens onto reality. A similar theme marks Danny
Dunn’s adventures with his anti-gravity paint: his story revolves around the conceit of his
being punished for absentminded musings about travel among the stars, for which his
teacher makes him repeatedly write the sentences: “I will not daydream about space flight
in class,” and then—when that disciplinary action does not dissuade Danny, an additional
statement to be copied: “Space flight is a hundred years away.”570 When Danny and his
crew wind up traveling to space the very next day, his teacher must sheepishly admit her
mistake.
As a counterpoint to the thrill of this advancement, an opposite temporal
possibility fueled fears tied to space travel. Even the notion of discovering extraterrestrial

569
570

Buechl, “Man in a Space Ship,” 26.
Williams and Abrashkin, Danny Dunn and the Anti-Gravity Paint, 12 and 62.

262

life—now often dismissed as a fringe fascination—was more present in the public’s
imagination at midcentury, as knowledge about much of our solar system was not yet
sufficient to determine whether neighboring planets were home to alien societies.
Existential questions about our status emerged from these conjurings, many of which are
typified in the narrative thrust of 2001: if there are other life forms in the universe, are
they “more evolved” than we are, or less? How will our society compare with theirs in
terms of technological “advancements”? All of these ponderings placed humanity in
uncertain developmental terrain—so that spatial exploration might render us “ahead” and
“behind” at once. Closer to Earth and in a fully-human context, the anxieties of the Space
Race and its deep-seated competition between American and Soviet programs made the
stakes of space travel dependent on the capacity to be the fastest to produce new
technology. As was all too evident in these epic international efforts to travel beyond
Earth’s atmosphere, one either wins or loses a “race”—crossing the finish line before or
after a competitor.571
Siskind’s figures, as evocations of weightless embodiment that are “prophetically
anticipatory of Man in Space”—more verbiage signaling time’s latitude—hold and
encompass this swath of temporalities. Every photograph in the series conveys a chronocontraction, activating imaginings of the past, present realities, and hopes for the future.
One of Hess’ general responses to Siskind’s photography is an apt testament to these
vicissitudes; he says that each of the artist’s pictures “has the labyrinthine intricacy of
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palimpsests. Like a palimpsest it offers simultaneity in space and time. You see the
present with its integument of the past, and you begin to question which is which. The
image fills with metaphysical tropes and traps.”572 Intriguingly, Siskind began rendering
this idea more directly in a few of his later images from Pleasures and Terrors of
Levitation, which experiment with multiple exposures to produce enigmatic forms whose
limbs proliferate and rotate before our eyes (Figs. 4.56 and 4.57). Though their blur partly
negates the floating stillness that pervades the other images—instead depicting a more
active kineticism—these figures do not move through the frame in a linear narrative arc,
the way Marey’s runner did. A dynamic “upside-down-ness,” the state of suspension
Siskind portrays gives phenomenological form to what T.S. Eliot called the “still point of
the turning world.” His poem entreats us further, when encountering such temporal
possibility:
And do not call it fixity,
Where past and future are gathered. Neither movement from nor towards,
Neither ascent nor decline… 573

“Order with the tensions continuing”
Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation gives this un-fixity pictorial form. Even as
the photographs are composed of oppositional forces, they hold binaries literally and
figuratively in suspension. Horizontal: vertical; illusion: allusion; pleasures: terrors;
abstract: figural—these are some of the “tensions” that “continue” in Siskind’s suspended
bodies. The series is posed as a synecdoche for his practice because it crystallizes the
572
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complex equilibrium he sought throughout his life; whether prominent or parenthetical,
these photographs call forth Siskind’s aesthetic as well as philosophical concerns. But the
stakes of their hovering sensibility exceed the bounds of his career or the scholarship that
interprets it. These portraits of embodied counterpoise testify to how art objects can at
once signal and exceed the conditions that birthed them.
Scholars who have identified Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation as exercises in
formal abstraction are astute in so far as they recognize that Siskind’s figures are more
than illustrations of airborne embodiment. These portrayals of enigmatic elevation distill
a “period sensation”—not simply because they picture actual people suspended in the air
precisely at the moment when such sustained weightlessness became a cultural
fascination and an embodied reality. Their power lies more deeply in a capacity to
metaphorically communicate and evoke a suspended state—a new “figurative” language,
in both senses of the word. The “abstract” condition they express is not an evacuation of
representation—but a conceptual state of being “up in the air.” Suspension, Siskind’s
photographs encourage us to see and feel, is a condition that resists singularity.
It is not that by looking at Siskind’s figures we are somehow transported to outer
space; rather, we can access embodied weightlessness as a mindset. Writing in 1967,
Carpenter noted of the early space exploration missions, “We did return, and we did help
to dispel some of man’s age-old fear of the unknown. In strictly human terms, that
accomplishment alone is worth the space effort.”574 If weightlessness had been what the
same author identified as “[t]he major unknown quantity” at the core of that undertaking,
then facing and feeling this sensation came with both profound anxiety and relief. Such
574
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disorientation was surely a nexus of pleasures and terrors—as being unmoored can be a
source of distress even as it is a threshold to freedom. As Siskind once insisted:
“uncertainty is a—is a great creative force. It moves you…”575 In Pleasures and Terrors
of Levitation, that movement is unbounded, open to our gravitational imagination.

575

Siskind, “Oral history interview with Aaron Siskind, 1982 September 28-October 2.”
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION

Sifting through archives at the Bancroft Library in 2017, I came upon a
confounding page (Fig. 5.1). To my early-research-stage eyes, the images included in this
press release for a 1977 film premiere were perplexing: had the director placed Siskind’s
series on marketing material for a documentary about Muybridge? So closely did the
pictured bodies echo those in Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation that I mistook
Muybridge’s lesser-known images for their twentieth-century counterparts.576 At the
time, my misidentification struck me as mere evidence of continuity. Bodies in 1879 and
1961—or 2022, for that matter—respond the same way to being released from the
ground, hurtling through the air in similar unencumbered shapes.
At the conclusion of this dissertation, however, that apparent elision takes on
additional meanings. Objects that at first appeared synonymous are instead evidence of a
shift. Between these pictorial bookends, the suspended moments that comprise this
dissertation trace the emergence of a suspended viewer—the aesthetic and metaphoric
formulation of a newly-aligned perspective. What had been subject matter has become
subjective experience. When we encounter Siskind’s imagery, it is not just the bodies we
see whose orientation is in question—but the position from which we see them that has
been left “up in the air.” “Intervals of suspension” are both temporally protracted and

576

I am not alone in having observed this resonance. As my research progressed, I found a footnote of
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spatially constructed.
To Muybridge’s first audiences, gravity was, “for one moment suspended”—but
in Siskind’s time, that state of suspension had elongated—so that bodies aloft could
convey a sustained hovering akin to existence in “zero-gravity.” Like their nineteenthcentury forbears, these Space Age figures are held still by the camera, but not as they fall
through the frame along a definitive vertical axis; they float there, in a boundless void of
axially-equal proportion. The fleeting sight Muybridge captured—of speed, stilled—is
now a site of stillness that we, as viewers, can occupy. To access that place, we channel
an awareness that, echoing Arendt, “lift[s] the human mind out of the gravitational field
of the earth.”577 However cognitive this weightless conception, though, what I have
defined as a “gravitational imagination” takes effect in our bodies; pictorial suspension
has corporeal implications. Since gravity is a force that we feel, seeing and imagining it
anew entails phenomenological reorientation.
Importantly, this situatedness operates within the reaches of our world; these
newfound perspectives are not fantastical dreams of flight or mystical moments of
transcendence. In challenging gravity from the side of the real, a gravitational
imagination allows the spatiotemporal bounds of lived experience to feel more pliable.
This expansive potential is often inspired, though, by objects that are not outwardly
worldly—that hover at the intersection between abstraction and figuration, troubling its
status as a dividing line. When expanses of paint can grant the sensation of being upside
down, or recall the airborne trajectories and physical gestures that preceded them, even
seemingly “abstract” pictures are rendered “representational”—in so far as they depict
577
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aesthetic realms that presuppose our presence. Bodies need not be represented to be
present.
*

*

*

This dissertation has tracked the visual and metaphoric consequences of such reshaped perception. The structure of my narrative sought to mirror its subject—charting
how gravity loses its hold in and around objects. Retracing the trajectories of my
chapters’ content—approaching them spatially—illuminates how, together, they move
toward this unmoored outlook. Muybridge’s photographs, as records of “unsupported
transit” which showed airborne suspension to be the stuff of embodied reality, “got the
project off the ground”—making literal the idiom we use to signify the “launch” of an
undertaking. The connotative logic of these phrases is telling; just as setting something
loose into the air can signify a start, the momentary gravitational resistance Muybridge
first revealed opens aesthetic possibilities. But limbs photographed in “intervals of
suspension” of course continued to hurtle through the air, and then returned to the earth,
after the split-second when Muybridge’s cameras registered their presence aloft—a fact
that is evidenced in their sequential presentation, however manipulated the order of the
plates may be.
And dropped materials—even when upturned after the fact—emphatically met the
ground in order to yield the objects at the core of my second chapter. In the “aerial
gesture,” the vertical axis that was traversed by Muybridge’s subjects is mobilized as a
creative vector above and beyond the picture. Here, it is the artistic process that is
“unsupported.” Creative approaches to gravity have begun to impact the ways in which
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objects are made and received—not just what they contain. Artists who drop materials are
still working within the axes that are established by gravity on earth, but by placing
horizontal and vertical in dynamic dialogue—activating their intersections in space—
these practitioners begin to unsettle the coordinates of art-making and art-viewing. Our
mental re-enactments echo those shifted vectors. In Muybridge’s sequences, we see
gravity at work even as its suspension is momentarily possible, while in objects produced
by way of the “aerial gesture,” we know that gravity did its work, even as it was also
subverted. In the first half of this dissertation, then, gravity remains evident, if not
determinant; resistance to its force is still contingent on its operations.
By the third and fourth chapters of my account, those coordinates and axes
become actively rotated—and ultimately, fully suspended. We can no longer discern the
effects of gravity within the image. Out of dialogue with the ground in Monet’s upside
down paintings, we inhabit rotational pivot points, devoid of gravitational reference. If
Steinberg observed that we “lie cheek to cheek with the horizon” when faced with such
canvases, then Monet’s waterlilies presage the hovering bodies photographed by Siskind,
and render them our own; upside down pictures establish space for us to become
suspended viewers.578 Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation mirrors that weightless
embodiment back to us. Siskind’s images are suspended monologues—their actors
expressing themselves independent of gravity while bringing us, their audience, along.
Held still, mid-air, we are not so much disoriented as reoriented—situated beyond the
limits of binary axes.
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This newly-suspended vantage point amounts to more than a reconstituted set of
pictorial bearings. We are not engaged in “transit” that is “unsupported,” but enacting a
“levitational predisposition”—channeling the attitude Seitz saw in Monet.579
Gravitational imaginings shift our mindset. Transforming a constraint—gravity—into the
basis of a conjecture—what happens when that force is re-figured?—proposes a
weightlessness that is more a liberatory sensibility than the physical lack of a sensation.
To hover, in our mind’s eye, can mean to be metaphorically unencumbered. And this
capacious approach is neither predetermined nor a denouement—so that though
suspension can be unnerving, even terrifying, it can also be, to borrow Finkel’s poetic
turn of phrase, a “state of Rest” that offers perpetual potential.580
Something of this mode shaped the formation of this dissertation. In May 2020, as
I sat writing under the shadow of the Covid-19 pandemic—a world-altering public health
crisis that continues to require individual and collective navigations of trauma and
uncertainty—essayist Emma Jones penned a brief meditation posing Pleasures and
Terrors of Levitation as emblematic of the state of being we were inhabiting in the early
months of lockdown. From within the slippages of that spatiotemporal holding pattern,
what Jones characterized as a “strangely abstracted time,” much hung in the balance.581
As she—and Siskind’s photographs before her—insist, such suspension is not all freeing.
Unsettled coordinates can be unsettling.
In that headspace, Jones watched as teenagers catapulted themselves into a
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reservoir outside her window—a leisurely act that called Siskind’s series to mind—and
observed of the group, “In these suspended moments [emphasis mine], they are not
worrying about the heaviness or inelegance of their bodies; they are unfurling them….To
think with fear for too long would mean forgoing the leap altogether and staying put and,
to do so, would only mean that things will continue as they always were.”582 Out of such
expansion and contraction, reformulation and repositioning—what many have described
as our world being “turned upside down”—can perhaps come what Arundhati Roy
referred to as “a portal.”583 It is with this admixture of poignancy and hope that Jones
concludes: “I can stretch out this endless present even further, to test its limits….In
keeping the body still and the mind blank, I can suspend myself in space and attempt the
impossible; I can levitate.”
She does not mean, of course, that she is floating through her apartment as she
writes—nor could you, as you read these words. In the end, then, gravity remains in
force—but in relation to modern artworks, it is no longer enforced to the same degree. To
echo Duchamp, its pull has been “strained.” Once gravity is less of a fixed variable in the
world, its impact on artistic equations gives way—imaginatively suspending us, in turn.
Reorienting the bounds of pictorial space means extending our reach within and around
it. And though we are still physically upright and grounded when we encounter the
objects at the heart of this dissertation, we envision otherwise; in our mind’s eye, we can
“walk on the ceiling” or “levitate.” Like the many people who “defy gravity” in
582
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advertisements and song lyrics, ours is not a literal gravitational resistance—but a
metaphoric opening. If to be suspended is to be steadfastly resistant to definitive
directions—to see that state invites us to reimagine our relationships with spatiotemporal
construction, and with our world. Recasting modernism in these gravitational terms—
along the literal and figurative lines of its aesthetic negotiations with suspension—poses
“flying” horses, dropped strings, painted reflections, and levitating bodies as increasingly
expansive modes of navigating uncertainty. With these unencumbered perspectives,
seemingly intransigent forces give way; ungrounded sensibilities reshape limits.
Ultimately, “getting off the ground”—and staying there, within the space of an object—
opens our imaginations to directions as yet unfound.
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APPENDIX

ALL IMAGES HAVE BEEN REMOVED IN DEFERENCE TO COPYRIGHT
OWNERS

Fig. 0.1
Eadweard Muybridge, Frame 7 from Twisting Somersault, Plate 106, The Attitudes of
Animals of Motion, 1879 (published 1881), iron salt process, Library of Congress,
Washington, D.C.
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Fig. 0.2
Aaron Siskind, Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation No. 94, 1961, gelatin silver print
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Fig. 1.1
Eadweard Muybridge, Athletes, Twisting Summersault, Plate 106 of The Attitudes of
Animals in Motion, negatives 1878–1879 (published 1881), albumen silver print, Library
of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, LCCN 2009630525
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Fig. 1.2
André Disderi, The Juggler Manoel, 1861, albumen silver print from glass negative
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Fig. 1.3
Wallace Goold Levison, Jamie Swan Jumps Off a Short Stone Wall at Fort Greene Park,
Brooklyn, June 26, 1886, The LIFE Picture Collection/Getty Images

278

Fig. 1.4
Wallace Goold Levison, J.M. Cornell Jumps in the Backyard at 314 Livingston Street,
May 28, 1886, The LIFE Picture Collection/Getty Images
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Fig. 1.5
Francis Blake, Benjamin Sewall Blake Jumping, ca. 1888, Massachusetts Historical
Society, 6.3.983M
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Fig. 1.6
Francis Blake, Tennis Player (possibly Edward L. Hall), In Motion, 1891, Massachusetts
Historical Society, 6.3.309S
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Fig. 1.7
Eadweard Muybridge: Yowiye, ‘Nevada Fall,’ 600 feet high, 1868–1873, albumen silver
prints on stereo card, From the New York Public Library, NYPG89-F384
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Fig. 1.8
Eadweard Muybridge, Granite Fissure in Eagle Rock, 1,000 Feet Deep, 1867,
stereograph
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Fig. 1.9
Eadweard Muybridge, View from Cape Horn, looking South, Mineral Bar Bridge, 2,500
feet below, ca. 1868-1873, albumen print, New York Public Library, NYPG92-F105
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Fig. 1.10
Eadweard Muybridge, Clouds’ Rest, 5,000 feet above Valley, ca. 1868-1873, albumen
print, New York Public Library, NYPG89-F384
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Fig. 1.11
Eadweard Muybridge, 1335—Contemplation Rock, Glacier Point, Valley of the Yosemite,
Published by Bradley & Rulofson, ca. 1862–1872, albumen silver prints on stereo card,
Stereographs of Yosemite Valley / Muybridge, PC-RM-Muybridge; California Historical
Society
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Fig. 1.12
Eadweard Muybridge, 833—Point Reyes Lighthouse, Looking West, ca. 1870,
stereograph, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.
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Fig. 1.13
Eadweard Muybridge, 832—Point Reyes Lighthouse, Looking West, ca. 1870,
stereograph, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.

288

Fig. 1.14
Eadweard Muybridge, 998—South Farallon Island—The Murr Bridge, 113 feet high, and
the Rookeries of the Murr, ca. 1870, stereograph, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.
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Fig. 1.15
Eadweard Muybridge, The Pacific Coast: New Years Island, Fog Whistle, blasts of 15
seconds with intervals of 45 seconds, Published by Bradley & Rulofson, ca. 1867-70,
stereograph, Stanford University Libraries, Department of Special Collections and
University Archives, MSS PHOTO 167, 1729
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Fig. 1.16
Eadweard Muybridge, “Helios Flying Studio” Logo, ca. 1867
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Fig. 1.17
Eadweard Muybridge, Cloud Studies, ca. 1867
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Fig. 1.18
Eadweard Muybridge, Panorama of San Francisco from California-Street Hill, ca. 1877,
albumen silver prints, Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, LCCN
2007663628
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Fig. 1.19
Eadweard Muybridge, San Francisco Panorama
(opened, and rotated 90 degrees), 1877,
photomechanical print booklet, 5 x 57.5 inches,
Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.
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Fig. 1.20
Eadweard Muybridge, Photographing Camera and Back of Electro-shutter, in The
Attitudes of Animals in Motion, 1881, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.
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Fig. 1.21
Eadweard Muybridge, Horse Running, Plate 40, The Attitudes of Animals in Motion,
1877-79 (published 1881), Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.
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Fig. 1.22
Eadweard Muybridge, “Sallie Gardner, owned by Leland Stanford, ridden by G. Domm,
running at a 1.40 gait over the Palo Alto track, 19th June 1878,” The Horse in Motion,
1878, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.
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Fig. 1.23
Eadweard Muybridge, Back Somersault, Plate 104, The Attitudes of Animals in Motion,
1877-1879 (published 1881), Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.
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Fig. 1.24
Eadweard Muybridge, Athlete Running, Plate 99, The Attitudes of Animals of Motion,
1877-1879 (published 1881), Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.
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Fig. 1.25
Eadweard Muybridge, Greyhound Running, Plate 76, The Attitudes of Animals of Motion,
1877-1879 (published 1881), Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.

300

Fig. 1.26
Eadweard Muybridge, Hurdle Leap, Plate 103, The Attitudes of Animals in Motion, 18771879 (published 1881), Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.
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Fig. 1.27
Eadweard Muybridge, Zoopraxiscope disc, 1893, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.
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Fig. 1.28
Eadweard Muybridge, Jumping over Boy’s Back (Leap-frog), 1887
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Fig. 1.29
Eadweard Muybridge, Horse Hornet Jumping over Three Horses, 1887
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Fig. 1.30
Eadweard Muybridge, Skeleton of a Horse, Running—Off the Ground, Plate 199, The
Attitudes of Animals in Motion, 1877-1879 (published 1881), Library of Congress,
Washington, D.C.
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Fig. 1.31
Eadweard Muybridge, Table of Contents (detail), The Attitudes of Animals in Motion,
1881, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.
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Fig. 1.32
Étienne-Jules Marey, “Tracings and notation of the gallop in three-time,” Fig. 55 of
Animal Mechanism: A Treatise on Terrestrial and Aerial Locomotion, 1874, engraving
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Fig. 1.33
Eadweard Muybridge, Diagram of Foot Movements, “Sallie Gardner, owned by Leland
Stanford, running at a 1.40 gait over the Palo Alto track, 19th June, 1878,” recto, The
Horse in Motion, 1878
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Fig. 1.34
Étienne-Jules Marey, High Jump, 1892
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Fig. 1.35
Eadweard Muybridge, Plate 522, Animal Locomotion, 1887
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Fig. 1.36
Eadweard Muybridge, Athletes, Irregular, Plate 117, The Attitudes of Animals in Motion,
1877-1879 (published 1881), Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.
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Fig. 1.37
Eadweard Muybridge, Athletes, Irregular, Plate 118, The Attitudes of Animals in Motion,
1877-1879 (published 1881), Stanford University Libraries, Department of Special
Collections and University Archives
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Fig. 1.38
J. Walter Wilson, “Mr. Muybridge Shows His Instantaneous Photographs of Animal
Motion at the Royal Society,” The Illustrated London News, May 25, 1889, Wood
engraving on broadside, 30.4 x 23.5 cm, Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs
Division, LCCN 2004682148
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Fig. 1.39
Eadweard Muybridge, La Union—El Salvador, ca. 1875, stereograph
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Fig. 1.40
Eadweard Muybridge, Horse Trotting, Foreshortening, Plate 135-136, The Attitudes of
Animals in Motion, 1877-1879 (published 1881), Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.
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Fig. 2.1
Marcel Duchamp, 3 Standard Stoppages, 1913-14,
Wood box 11 1/8 x 50 7/8 x 9 in. (28.2 x 129.2 x 22.7 cm), with three threads39 3/8 in.
(100 cm.), glued to three painted canvas strips 5 1/4 x 47 ¼ in.(13.3 x 120 cm.), each
mounted on a glass panel 7 1/4 x 49 3/8 x ¼ in.(18.4 x 125.4 x 0.6 cm.), three wood slats
2 1/2 x 43 x 1/8 in. (6.2 x 109.2 x 0.2 cm.), shaped along one edge to match the curves of
the threads, Museum of Modern Art, New York, 149.1953.a-i
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Fig. 2.2
Jean (Hans) Arp, Untitled (Collage with Squares Arranged According to the Laws of
Chance), 1916-17, torn-and-pasted paper and colored paper on colored paper, 19 1/8 x 13
5/8 in. (48.5 x 34.6 cm.), Museum of Modern Art, 457.1937

317

Fig. 2.3
Jackson Pollock, One: Number 31, 1950, 1950,
oil and enamel paint on canvas, 8’ x 10’ x 17’ 5 5/8” (269.5 x 530.8 cm)
Museum of Modern Art, 7.1968
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Fig. 2.4
Helen Frankenthaler, Mountains and Sea, 1952, oil on canvas,
86 5/8 x 117 ¼ in. (220 x 297.8 cm.), Collection of the artist;
On extended loan to the National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.
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Fig. 2.5
Hans Namuth, Jackson Pollock, 1950,
gelatin silver prints, top: 14 13/16 x 13 13/16 in. (37.6 x 35.1 cm.),
National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian Institution, NPG.95.155
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Fig. 2.6
Burt Glinn, Painter Helen Frankenthaler contemplates an Abstract Expressionist
painting in her studio, 1957, Magnum Photos, NYC25277
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Fig. 2.7
Hans Namuth, Jackson Pollock, 1950, gelatin silver print
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Fig. 2.8
Martha Holmes, Jackson Pollock Painting in His Studio, Springs, Long Island, NY, 1949,
gelatin silver print, 16 x 20 in. (40.6 x 50.8 cm.),
From the LIFE Picture Collection, Meredith Corporation
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Fig. 2.9
Ernst Haas, Helen Frankenthaler, 1969
gelatin silver prints,
Hulton Archive, Getty Images
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Fig. 2.10
Ernst Haas, Helen Frankenthaler, 1969
gelatin silver prints, Hulton Archive, Getty Images
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Fig. 2.11
Ai Weiwei, Dropping a Han-Dynasty Urn, 1995,
three gelatin silver prints, each: 47 5/8 x 58 1/4 in. (148 x 121 cm.)
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Fig. 2.12
Jean (Hans) Arp, According to the Laws of Chance, 1933,
sugar paper on plyboard, 159 x 173 mm., Tate Modern, T05005
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Fig. 2.13
Roy Lichtenstein, Brushstroke with Splatter, 1966,
oil and magna on canvas, 68 x 80 in. (172.7 x 203.2 cm.),
The Art Institute of Chicago, 1966.3
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Fig. 2.14
Harold E. Edgerton, Milk Drop Coronet, 1957,
dye transfer print, 18 3/8 x 13 3/8 in. (46.6 x 33.9 cm.),
Center for Creative Photography, University of Arizona, 96.71.2
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Fig. 2.15
George Brecht, Drip Music (Drip Event) [score card], 1959-62,
black offset on white paper, 9 x 11.5 cm., Fondazione Bonotto
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Fig. 2.16
George Brecht, Drip Music (Drip Event)
Left: performed by George Maciunas during Festum Fluxorum/Fluxus/Musik
und Antimusik/Das Instrumentale Theater, Staatliche Kunstakademie, Düsseldorf,
February 2, 1963, gelatin silver print, 9 ¾ x 7 3/8 in. (24.8 x 18.8 cm.),
Museum of Modern Art, 2069.2008
Right: performed by Dick Higgins during Fluxus/Musik og Anti-Musik/det Instrumentale
Teater, Nikolai Kirke, Copenhagen, November 23, 1962,
gelatin silver print, 9 ½ x 7 in. (24/1 x 17.8 cm.)
Museum of Modern Art, 2068.2008
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Fig. 2.17
James Abbott McNeill Whistler, Nocturne in Black and Gold—The Falling Rocket,
ca. 1875, oil on panel, 23 3/4 x 18 3/8 in. (60.3 x 46.6 cm.), Detroit Institute of Arts,
46.309

332

Fig. 2.18
Hans Namuth, Jackson Pollock, 1950, gelatin silver print
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Fig. 2.19
Morris Louis, Dalet Kaf, 1959,
acrylic resin (Magna) on canvas, 100 5/8 x 143 in. (255.59 x 363.22 cm.)
Modern Art Museum of Fort Worth, 1986.5
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Fig. 2.20
Harold E. Edgerton, Milk Drop Coronet, 1936,
gelatin silver print, 18 1/8 x 14 5/16 in. (46.04 x 36.35 cm.),
The Minneapolis Institute of Art, 96.149.15
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Fig. 2.21
Hans Namuth, Film still from Jackson Pollock 51, 1951
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Fig. 2.22
Robert Rauschenberg, Third Time Painting, 1961,
Combine: oil, fabric, wood, metal chain, string, glass bottle fragment with cap, and
electric clock on canvas, 84 x 60 x 6 in. (213.4 x 152.4 x 15.2 cm.),
Private collection, RRF 61.009
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Fig. 2.23
3 Standard Stoppages, installation with explanatory meter sticks hung to indicate the
horizontal length of string and the height from which each of Duchamp’s strings was
dropped; left: unknown location, right: 1963 installation at Norton Simon Museum,
Pasadena, California
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Fig. 2.24
Gustave Caillebotte, Boulevard Seen from Above, 1880,
oil on canvas, 25 3/5 × 21 3/10 in. (65 × 54 cm.), Private Collection
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Fig. 2.25
Helen Frankenthaler, Las Mayas, 1958,
oil on canvas, 100 x 43 ¼ in. (254 x 109.9 cm.), Private Collection
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Fig. 2.26
Attributed to Goya (Francisco de Goya y Lucientes), Majas on a Balcony,
ca. 1800-1810, oil on canvas, 76 ¾ x 49 ½ in. (194.9 x 125.7 cm.),
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 29.100.10
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Fig. 2.27
Marc Chagall, Birthday, 1915, oil on cardboard,
31 ¾ x 39 ¼ in. (80.6 x 99.7 cm.), Museum of Modern Art, 275.1949
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Fig. 2.28
René Magritte, Golconda, 1953,
oil on canvas, 31 ½ x 39 ½ in. (80 x 100.3 cm.), The Menil Collection, V 414

343

Fig. 2.29
Vertical installation of 3 Standard Stoppages
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Fig. 2.30
3 Standard Stoppages, as updated in 1936, with wooden box (shown at top)
and straightedges cut out according to the curvature of the fallen strings
(as demonstrated at bottom)
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Fig. 2.31
Titular placards adhered to original trio of canvases in 3 Standard Stoppages
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Fig. 2.32
Marcel Duchamp, In Advance of a Broken Arm, 1945 (replica of the lost original of
1915), wood and galvanized iron snow shovel, 48 x 18 x 4 in. (121.9 x 45.7 x 10.2 cm.),
Yale University Art Gallery, 1946.99
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Fig. 2.33
Helen Frankenthaler, Untitled, 1962-63,
oil on canvas, 76 ½ x 51 ½ in. (194.3 x 130.8 cm.),
Helen Frankenthaler Foundation

348

Fig. 2.34
Jackson Pollock, Detail of
Autumn Rhythm (Number 30),
1950, enamel on canvas, 8 ft.
9 in. x 17 ft. 3 in. (266.7 x
525.8 cm.), Metropolitan
Museum of Art, 57.92

Autumn Rhythm (Number 30) for reference, with area of above detail indicated by red
box:
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Fig. 2.35
Helen Frankenthaler, Magic Carpet, 1964,
acrylic on canvas, 94 1/8 x 68 in.,
Frederick R. Weisman Art Foundation Collection
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Fig. 3.1
Claude Monet, Reflections of Clouds on
the Water-Lily Pond, ca. 1920,
oil on canvas, triptych: each panel 78 ¾
x 167 ¼ in. (200 x 425 cm.), Museum of
Modern Art, New York,
inv. 666-59-1/2/3
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Fig. 3.2
John Taylor, The World turn’d upside down, By T. J. a well-willer to King, Parliament
and Kingdom,1647
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Fig. 3.3
Illustrations from Ellen C. Clayton, The World Turned Upside Down, London: Dean &
Son, 1879
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Fig. 3.4
The World Upside Down (Le Monde à l’Envers) Imagerie d’Épinal No. 869, ca.
1890-1900, color metal relief print, 13 x 10 in. (33 x 25.4 cm.),
Philadelphia Museum of Art, 1958-133-421
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Fig. 3.5
Paul Kepple and Alex Bruce (Headcase Design), Book cover for Stranger Things:
Worlds Turned Upside Down—The Official Behind the Scenes Companion, 2018,
New York: Del Rey, an imprint of Random House, Inc.
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Fig. 3.6
Claude Monet, Regattas at Argenteuil, ca. 1872, oil on canvas, 48 x 75 cm.,
Musée d’Orsay, RF 2778, LUX 365
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Fig. 3.7
Claude Monet, Impression, Sunrise, 1872,
oil on canvas, 48 x 63 cm, Musée Marmottan, Paris
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Fig. 3.8
Claude Monet, La Seine à Port-Villez, Effet Rose, 1894,
oil on canvas, Musée Marmottan, Inv. 5002

Fig. 3.9
Claude Monet, La Seine à Port-Villez, Effet du Soir, 1894,
oil on canvas, Musée Marmottan, Inv. 5025
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Fig. 3.10
Claude Monet, Branch of the Seine near Giverny (Mist), 1897,
oil on canvas, 89.9 × 92.7 cm. (35 3/8 × 36 1/2 in.),
Art Institute of Chicago, 1933.1156
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Fig. 3.11
Claude Monet, London, Houses of Parliament, Sunlight Opening in Fog, 1904,
oil on canvas, 32 x 36.4 in. (81.5 x 92.5 cm.), Musée d’Orsay, Paris, RF 2007
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Fig. 3.12
Claude Monet, The Water-Lily Pond, 1899, oil on canvas, 88.3 x 93.1 cm.,
The National Gallery, London, NG4240
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Fig. 3.13
Claude Monet, Water-Lilies, 1904,
oil on canvas, 90 x 92 cm., Musée d’Orsay, Paris
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Fig. 3.14
Claude Monet, Water Lilies, 1906,
oil on canvas, 89.9 x 94.1 cm. (35 3/8 x 37 1/16 in.),
The Art Institute of Chicago, 1933.1157
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Fig. 3.15
Claude Monet, Blue Water Lilies, 1916-1919,
oil on canvas, 204 x 200 cm., Musée d’Orsay, Paris
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Fig. 3.16
Claude Monet, The Rocks at Belle-Ille, The Wild Coast, 1886,
oil on canvas, 81.5 x 65 cm., Musée d’Orsay, RF 2777
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Fig. 3.17
Claude Monet, On the Seine at Bennecourt, 1868,
oil on canvas, 81.5 × 100.7 cm (32 1/16 × 39 5/8 in.),
Art Institute of Chicago, 1922.427
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Fig. 3.18
Claude Monet, Water Lilies at Giverny, 1918,
oil on canvas, 194 x 100 cm, Private Collection
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Fig. 3.19
Claude Monet, Water Lilies, 1914-17,
oil on canvas, 70 ¾ x 78 ¾ in. (180 x 200 cm.),
Musée Marmottan, Paris, inv. 5120
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Fig. 3.20
Claude Monet, Water Lilies (Fig. 3.19), reproduced upside down in Monet et ses amis,
Paris: Musée Marmottan, 1971, p. 38

369

Fig. 3.21
Claude Monet, The Water Lily Pond, Green Reflections, 1914-18,
oil on canvas; diptych: each panel 78 ¾ x 167 ¼ in. (200 x 425 cm.),
Musée de l’Orangerie, Paris, inv. 20102
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Fig. 3.22
Claude Monet, The Four Poplars, 1891,
oil on canvas, 32 1/4 x 32 1/8 in. (81.9 x 81.6 cm.),
The Metropolitan Museum of Art
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Fig. 3.23
Claude Monet, The Water Lily Pond with Willows, Bright Morning with Willows, 191418, oil on canvas; triptych: each panel 78 ¾ x 167 ¼ in. (200 x 425 cm.),
Musée de l’Orangerie, Paris, inv. 20106
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Fig. 3.24
Claude Monet, Water Lilies, 1907,
oil on canvas, 39 ¼ x 28 ¾ in. (100 x 73 cm.),
Bridgestone Museum of Art, Tokyo, inv. F.P. 23
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Fig. 3.25
Claude Monet, Waterlilies, 1907,
oil on canvas, 80 cm. diameter, Musée d’art et d’industrie Saint-Etienne, Loire
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Fig. 3.26
Henri Manuel, Claude Monet in his studio, surrounded by his paintings, ca. 1924

375

Fig. 3.27
Claude Monet, The Water Lily Pond, Clouds, 1915-26,
oil on canvas; diptych: each panel 78 ¾ x 167 ¼ in. (200 x 425 cm.),
Musée de l’Orangerie, Paris, inv. 20100
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Fig. 3.28
Claude Monet, The Palazzo Ducale, 1908,
oil on canvas, 73 x 92 cm., Mr. and Mrs. Herbert Klapper (W. 1742)

Fig. 3.29
Claude Monet, The Palazzo Ducale, 1908,
oil on canvas, 81 x 100 cm., Brooklyn Museum of Art (W. 1743)
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Fig. 3.30
Jules-Abel Faivre, “At the Salon d’Automne,” in Le Figaro (9 October 1907)
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Fig. 3.31
Nan Robertson, “Modern Museum is Startled by Matisse Picture,” The New York Times,
December 5, 1961, p. 45
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Fig. 3.32
Harry Houdini Upside Down in Times Square, New York, 1915, Associated Press
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Fig. 3.33
Flying Train (film still), 1901, Mutoscope and Biograph Company
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Fig. 3.34
Claude Monet, The Water Lily Pond, Sunset, 1914-18,
oil on canvas; diptych: each panel 78 ¾ x 167 ¼ in. (200 x 425 cm.),
Musée de l’Orangerie, Paris, inv. 20102
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Fig. 3.35
Claude Monet, Water Lilies, Reflections of Tall Grasses, 1897,
oil on canvas, 51 ¼ x 78 ¾ in. (130 x 200 cm.), Private collection
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Fig. 3.36
Claude Monet, Water Lilies, ca. 1921-22,
oil on canvas, 79 x 84 in. (200.7 x 213.3 cm.),
Toledo Museum of Art, Ohio, 1981.54 (W. 1804)
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Fig. 4.1
Aaron Siskind, Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation No. 94, 1961, gelatin silver print
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Fig. 4.2
Aaron Siskind, Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation 491, 1954, gelatin silver print
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Fig. 4.3
Aaron Siskind, Chicago 30, 1949, gelatin silver print
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Fig. 4.4
Aaron Siskind, Martha’s Vineyard (UR127B), 1954, gelatin silver print
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Fig. 4.5
Spread from Aaron Siskind Photographs, 1932-1978 (1979)
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Fig. 4.6
Spread from Callahan Siskind Sommer: At the Crossroads
of American Photography (2009)
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Fig. 4.7
Aaron Siskind Foundation website (screenshots, 2013), with photographs from Pleasures
and Terrors of Levitation as “landing page” and across the top of the navigation bar
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Fig. 4.8
Aaron Siskind Foundation, Instagram profile and post
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Fig. 4.9
Aaron Siskind, Christmas card featuring Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation No. 99,
1961
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Fig. 4.10
Aaron Siskind, image from Harlem Document, 1937, gelatin silver print
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Fig. 4.11
Aaron Siskind, Seaweed 8, 1953, gelatin silver print
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Fig. 4.12
Aaron Siskind, Jalapa 35 (Homage to Franz Kline), 1973, gelatin silver print
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Fig. 4.13
Aaron Siskind, Gloucester 1H, 1944, gelatin silver print
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Fig. 4.14
Aaron Siskind, Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation No. 99, ca. 1954, gelatin silver print
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Fig. 4.15
Aaron Siskind, Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation, ca. 1954, gelatin silver print

399

Fig. 4.16
Aaron Siskind, Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation No. 477, 1956, gelatin silver print
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Fig. 4.17
Robert Grossman, “Race for the Moon,” Time magazine cover, December 6, 1968
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Fig. 4.18
“Absence of Gravity,” Weetabix Conquest of Space card (front and back)
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Fig. 4.19
“Weightlessness,” The Conquest of Space,
Beano Bubble Gum collectible card (front and back)
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Fig. 4.20
“Pioneering Tomorrow,” Press image, 1956

404

Fig. 4.21
“There is neither ‘up’ nor ‘down’ at zero-g,” Plate from Yuri Gagarin and Vladimir
Lebenev, Psychology and Space (1970)
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Fig. 4.22
Smirnoff Skyball advertisements, 1966-1967

406

Fig. 4.23
American Fore Insurance Group advertisement, ca. 1950s-60s
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Fig. 4.24
“Why Be Earthbound?” Tampax advertisement, 1966
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Fig. 4.25
Aaron Siskind, Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation No. 37, 1953, gelatin silver print
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Fig. 4.26
Pages from Jay Williams and Raymond Abrashkin, Danny Dunn and the Anti-Gravity
Paint, illustrations by Ezra Jack Keats (1956)

410

Fig. 4.27
Still from Walt Disney’s Man in Space (1955)

411

Fig. 4.28
Promotional poster for 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968)

412

Fig. 4.29
Scenes with a rotating flight attendant, 2001: A Space Odyssey (left: a sequence of
illustrations published in Artforum to accompany Annette Michelson’s “Bodies in Space:
Film as ‘Carnal Knowledge;’” right: a color still from the same scene to show more of the
filmic audience’s experience of the imagery)

413

Fig. 4.30
Frank Poole hurtling through space, still from 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968)

414

Fig. 4.31
Unidentified photographer, Charlotte Moorman performing Jim McWilliams’s Sky Kiss
(1968), Sydney Opera House, Sydney, Australia, April 11, 1976. © Estate of James
Ashburn, Courtesy Charlotte Moorman Archive, Charles Deering McCormick Library of
Special Collections, Northwestern University Library
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Fig. 4.32
Takis (left) and Guy Brett (right) in Takis’ studio, King’s Road, London, 1964
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Fig. 4.33
Takis, The Impossible, A Man in Space (L’Impossible, Un Homme dans l’Espace), 1960,
Galerie Iris Clert, Paris

417

Fig. 4.34
Philippe Halsman, (left) Robert Oppenheimer, (lower left) Grace Kelly, and Aldous
Huxley (lower right) 1959, gelatin silver prints

418

Fig. 4.35
Philippe Halsman, Brigitte Bardot, 1959, gelatin silver print

419

Fig. 4.36
Philippe Halsman, Dali Atomicus, 1948, gelatin silver print

420

Fig. 4.37
Life magazine cover, November 9, 1959

421

Fig. 4.38
Life magazine, contents page—showing Pollock engaged in the “aerial gesture,” some of
Halsman’s jumpers, and a photograph of the “dark side of the moon,” November 9, 1959
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Fig. 4.39
Life magazine feature, November 9, 1959

423

Fig. 4.40
Life magazine, November 9, 1959—a photographic enactment of Pollock engaging in the
“aerial gesture”
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Fig. 4.41
Life magazine, November 9, 1959—a designer attests to the benefits of turning herself
upside down
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Fig. 4.42
Life magazine, November 9, 1959—featuring a horse with exceptional jumping abilities

426

Fig. 4.43
Yves Klein, Leap into the Void, 1960, gelatin silver print

427

Fig. 4.44
Contact sheet from Aaron Siskind, Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation

428

Fig. 4.45
Aaron Siskind, Martha’s Vineyard III, 1954, gelatin silver print
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Fig. 4.46
Aaron Siskind, Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation No. 59, 1956, gelatin silver print

430

Fig. 4.47
Aaron Siskind, “The Essential Photographic Act,” in ArtNews 54, no. 8 (December 1955)

431

Fig. 4.48
Aaron Siskind, Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation No. 58, 1956, gelatin silver print

432

Fig. 4.49
Robert Rauschenberg, Bleach (Urban Bourbon), 1995,
silkscreen ink and acrylic on bonded aluminum, 97 x 60 3/4 inches (246.4 x 154.3 cm),
Diver image by Aaron Siskind, courtesy Aaron Siskind Foundation, Private collection,
Diver image by Aaron Siskind, courtesy Aaron Siskind Foundation
RRF 95.106 [the Rauschenberg Foundation credit line]

433

Fig. 4.50
Robert Rauschenberg, A Quake in Paradise (Labyrinth), 1994
silkscreen ink, acrylic, and graphite on twenty-nine panels of bonded aluminum, anodized
mirrored aluminum, and Lexan with aluminum framing, 96 1/2 inches (245.1 cm) width
and depth variable, Diver images by Aaron Siskind, courtesy Aaron Siskind Foundation,
Robert Rauschenberg Foundation, RRF 94.127 [the Rauschenberg Foundation credit line]
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Fig. 4.51
First photograph of the Earth from the Moon, captured by Lunar Orbiter 1, 1966, Image
courtesy of NASA (National Aeronautics and Space Association)
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Fig. 4.52
Aaron Siskind, Feet 102, 1957, gelatin silver print

436

Fig. 4.53
Contact sheet from Aaron Siskind, Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation
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Fig. 4.54
Aleksandr Rodchenko, Dive, 1934,
gelatin silver print, 11 ¾ x 9 5/16 in. (29.9 x 23.6 cm.),
Museum of Modern Art, 1826.2001
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Fig. 4.55
Aaron Siskind, Durango 8, Mexico, 1961, gelatin silver print

439

Fig. 4.56
Aaron Siskind, Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation, 1962, gelatin silver print

440

Fig. 4.57
Aaron Siskind, Pleasures and Terrors of Levitation, 1962, gelatin silver print

441

Fig. 5.1
Press Release for 1977 Premiere of The First Motion Picture Show, a film by Geoffrey
Bell; included in the Geoffrey Bell Papers, The Bancroft Library, University of
California, Berkeley, BANC MSS 90/130 c, Box 1, Folder 48
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